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Motivating Readers: Three Ways
to Help Your Students Want to
Read
Emily Swan
Abstract
After a brief review of concepts widely
recognized for reading motivation, the
author provides a detailed discussion of
three areas of particular interest: setting
relevant goals, providing deliberate
comprehension instruction, and engaging
students in lively discussions of their
reading. Detailed examples are included
on all aspects.
Personal Connections
Imagine what your classroom looks like when
all of your students are engaged in real
learning. What evidence do you have that
your students are truly engaged? What is
happening in your classroom to foster
engaged reading? What do you do as a
teacher to increase the number of days and
minutes per day your students are actively
engaged in learning? What are your students
reading? When and for how long do students
read in your class? How much time do
students spend discussing with peers what
they have read and what they are learning?
How do you know your students really
understand what they are reading? What
evidence do you have of deep learning?
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This might be a very stressful list of questions
to many teachers. These questions, however,
are crucial for any teacher to consider when
planning for engaging instruction as well as
purposeful and impactful student learning.

Highlights from Prior Research
Motivating students to read is a complex
challenge. Much has been written about
students’ lack of motivation. We know that
upper elementary students avoid reading
more than primary grade students, and this
trend gets worse in middle school and
continues to decline through high school
(Meece & Miller, 1999; Zuscho & Pintrich,
2001). Avoiding reading and resisting reading
undermine students’ motivations to read.
Students who are not reading are not getting
better at reading, and if they are not reading
they are not getting smarter. Students who
are not reading are not gaining the
knowledge they need to be successful in
school and beyond (Guthrie, Wigfield,
Metsala, & Cox, 1999; Swan, Coddington, &
Guthrie, 2010).
We also know from research the positive
effects of engaged reading: For example,
when students’ intrinsic motivations such as
interest, social interaction, involvement, and
curiosity are fostered, they read more
(Cunningham & Stanovich, 1998). Students’
beliefs about their own competence as
The Utah Journal of Literacy
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readers, including their intrinsic and extrinsic
motivations and the reasons for their
achievement, help determine their choices
about which activities to do, how long to do
them, and how much effort to be willing to
expend at these activities, even in the face of
difficulty (Bandura, 1997; Deci & Ryan, 1985;
Eccles, Wigfield, & Scheiefele, 1998.) There is
a direct correlation between the amount of
time students spend reading and their
increased achievement (Wang & Guthrie,
2004). When students are engaged, they read
a greater variety of books on a broader range
of topics, spend extended time reading, have
more positive attitudes toward reading, and
are more persistent (Swan, Coddington, &
Guthrie, 2010).
One of the most stressful problems teachers
have is motivating their students to learn the
material they have prepared to teach
(Wagner, 2008). We know not only that
consciously creating classrooms for engaged
learning is possible, but that there are specific
research-based principles teachers can
employ to create engaging classrooms where
students actually want to read (Guthrie &
Anderson, 1999; Swan, 2003; Swan,
Coddington, & Guthrie, 2010).
The purpose of engaged reading is to increase
students’ knowledge and improve their
performance, and student impact is the result
of deliberate and effective instruction (Fisher,
Frey, & Hattie, 2016). Engaged reading
combines cognitive, motivational, and social
aspects of reading (Baker, Afflerbach, &
Reinking, 1996; Guthrie, & Alvermann, 1999;
Guthrie & Anderson, 19989). Classrooms can
strengthen motivations for student learning
by increasing intrinsic motivations to read
such as curiosity, autonomy, challenge, and
grit; or classrooms can undermine students’
motivations by creating more student
resistance and avoidance with practices like
punitive structures, competition, and public
student comparison (Swan, Coddington, &
Guthrie, 2010).
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The purpose of this article is to relieve some
instructional stress by providing three
effective ways to increase student motivation
and engagement in the classroom, regardless
of subject or grade level (Guthrie, Anderson,
Alao, & Rinehart, 1997; Guthrie, Wigfield,
Metsala, & Cox, 1999; Swan 2003; Swan,
Coddington, & Guthrie, 2010). These three
research-based principles will engage
students in reading by affirming students’
motivations in positive ways: (a) set relevant
learning goals with success criteria, (b)
provide deliberate and diligent
comprehension instruction around text, and
(c) engage in frequent and lively discussions
about text. While these three are not the only
ways to engage readers, they are effective
places to begin.

Goal Setting
Setting clear and obtainable goals (objectives)
for students’ learning is the first step in
creating engaging classrooms. Goals are
reasons for reading, reasons for learning
content beyond a surface level, and reasons
for paying attention (Ames, 1992; Ames &
Ames, 1989; Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Stipek,
1996). Goals set the purpose for instruction
and guide learning not only for the teacher,
but for the students as well. Students have an
immediate reason to engage in learning when
the teacher’s plan is visible, with clear
learning objectives written and discussed.
Students are much more likely to engage in
learning when they (a) are aware of the
teacher’s goals for student learning and (b)
can see that there is a way to be successful in
meeting these objectives. Yet all goals are not
created equal.
Set relevant, meaningful goals. Quality goals
and objectives for meaningful learning, as
opposed to a goal merely to complete a task
or to outperform others, means that learning
is deep enough to be remembered and
applied. Learning goals are based on
knowledge to be gained as designated in the
core standards. Levels of knowledge may vary
by the complexity of the tasks required of
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students to gain each. For example, surface
learning is crucial for building background
knowledge for students. Teachers spend 70%
of their time teaching surface level knowledge
(Fisher, Frey, & Hattie, 2016). Yet surface
knowledge is not enough. Teachers need to
build on this level and teach for deeper
literacy learning so students can remember
and transfer this knowledge to other
domains. Deep literacy learning is
challenging; it is also motivating. For deep
learning to happen, teachers’ goals for
learning must be clear and must build on each
other over time.
Create goals to increase knowledge.
Creating depth of knowledge depends on the
complexity of the tasks we ask students to

Vol 20 No 2 Fall 2017

perform. Task complexity can be manipulated
by simply altering the verbs in the written
learning objective. For many years I helped
beginning as well as veteran teachers use
verbs from Bloom’s Taxonomy (see Figure 1)
to help with the language of writing clear
learning goals. Bloom’s Taxonomy describes
levels of complexity for tasks. By merely
changing the verb in a learning objective from
listing to describing to analyzing, the teacher
can change the complexity of the students’
tasks. Some tasks warrant knowledge on a
superficial level, while other tasks require
deeper analysis, making higher demands on
cognition for deeper learning and transfer of
knowledge.

The Utah Journal of Literacy

4
When I was working on a research project in
a large school district, some of our graduate
students helped develop a “four-part goal
formula” for writing clear learning objectives
using Bloom’s Taxonomy. I have taught this
formula to teachers for many years in
countless settings, and it has helped teachers
create learning goals with more clarity. The
formula has four specific parts: “You will be
able to ______________(Bloom’s verb) about
____________ (content to be learned)
by____________ (strategy for learning) in
_____________ (social conditions or time
constraints). An example in written form
would look like this:
Monday: You will be able to describe how the
evolution of a character aids in plot
development by (1) discussing a statement
by Michelle Obama, (2) reviewing individual
notes and summaries of the first few
chapters, and (3) noting any expected
changes in the main characters individually.
You will be successful when you have
created Facebook walls and have posted one
comment based on your summary to one
wall.
Students in Mrs. Tabery’s sixth grade class
were reading Esperanza Rising by Pam Muñoz
Ryan. The conceptual question posed by Mrs.
Tabery at the beginning of Week 3 was “Can
people truly change? If so, how?” The
teacher’s daily learning goals throughout the
week helped
students
answer this
larger essential
question with
lessons and
activities. Each
day students
knew exactly
what was
expected of
them when
class began
because the
goal clearly
written on the
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board was an extension of what they had
learned the day before. Students had a
purpose for reading, a reason to engage: to
look for and describe the main characters’
traits and the write about them. Each day
Mrs. Tabery’s lessons about Esperanza Rising
built upon the previous day by focusing on
the main characters’ development occurring
in the novel.
Tuesday: You will be able to provide a
summary of the text about character traits
distinct from personal opinions or judgment,
filling out your summary chart and discussing
it with your table. You will be able to cite
textual evidence to support character analysis
of what the text says explicitly by answering
questions in your book club. You will be
successful when all group members are able
to explain and cite their individual textual
evidence in these small groups.
Wednesday: You will be able to identify and
demonstrate the importance of verbs in
writing by working in pairs to define 6 words
on the vocabulary dice. You will be successful
when these definitions are written as friendly
definitions in your journals.
Thursday: You will be able to provide a
summary of the text about character traits
distinct from personal opinions or judgment
by individually (a) answering comprehension
questions 1, 2, and 5 and (b) filling in your
summary chart. You will be successful when
you can tie your answers to the text and
connect relevant vocabulary in your
summary.
Make goals relevant to students’ lives. Mrs.
Tabery was a master at making her goals for
learning relevant to students’ lives. One
activity that lasted for several days during
Week 3 had the students create Facebook
walls of several main characters in the novel.
These Facebook walls were made on large
white chart paper and displayed under the
whiteboard in the front of the classroom so
everyone could see them. Students posted
comments or questions on these characters’
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Facebook walls, based on what they thought
the characters were like. As students read and
learned more about the characters in the
novel, they added Facebook posts
accordingly.
Mrs. Tabery accomplished her goal of
teaching her students how to think about
someone’s character and personality traits in
a variety of ways to build deep, transferrable
knowledge over time (Fisher, Frey, & Hattie,
2016). Bridging students’ real world social
media experience to the characters in
Esperanza Rising generated a classroom full
of engaged readers. Her lessons were well
planned from day to day, but they always
answered some aspect of her weekly
essential or conceptual question. Her
students were engaged because they knew
that she was teaching them real content, for
real reasons, in authentic and relevant ways,
with an interesting novel.
Include Criteria for Success. In addition to a
clear learning objective, criteria for success
can be added so students have ways to
recognize when the learning objective has
been successfully achieved (Fisher, Frey, &
Hattie, 2016). Mrs. Tabery outlined daily how
success would be experienced: what a
successful Facebook post looked like, what a
successful discussion included. As students
read about the characters in the novel,
summarized chapters, and looked for ways in
which the characters were developing, they
gained an in-depth understanding of the
events of the novel. Students knew each day
how to be successful because the teacher
outlined what success entailed. Doing this
doesn’t guarantee that all students will
choose to be successful, but it definitely
increases the likelihood that more students
will engage when success is clearly
communicated and defined.
When teachers make learning visible to their
students by first communicating a clear
learning objective and then adding success
criteria so students know what is expected to
demonstrate their learning, students are
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empowered for engaged reading. Fisher, Frey,
and Hattie (2016) showed that when teachers
clearly articulate learning goals, students are
more successful. The effect size was .50 for
goals; with the addition of success criteria,
the impact increased by an additional 25% to
.75 for teacher clarity.
Teacher clarity empowers all students. Most
students want to know what they will learn
each day, why they are learning these
concepts, and how the learning will help
them. They also want to know what it looks
like to be successful. I have never met a
student whose goals included deliberate
failure. Teachers can begin motivating
readers in real, relevant, and deep learning by
having clear learning goals and a definition
for success.

Comprehension Instruction
A second way to engage students in reading
and empower them to be successful is with
daily deliberate and explicit comprehension
instruction that is centered around the texts
they are reading. Instruction in
comprehension strategies cannot be an
isolated exercise students do for 15 minutes
in a literacy center. Nor can strategy
instruction be taught for a week and then
stopped. Teachers need to tie strategy
instruction every text so students see the
benefit of being strategic readers, regardless
of what they are reading.
Strategically reading for meaning takes effort
(Guthrie & Anderson, 1998). Engaging
students in real reading in many content
areas with complex and confusing texts takes
fierce comprehension instruction. Strategy
instruction needs to be ongoing so students
learn to transfer their strategic knowledge
throughout the day in different content areas.
Comprehension strategies impact student
learning (effect size of .62; Dole, Duffy,
Roehler, & Pearson, 1991; Fisher, Frey, &
Hattie, 2016).
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Provide deliberate comprehension
instruction. We recognize an obvious
difference by observing how an expert reader
gains knowledge from text and how a novice
reader is not able to do this in the same way
(Dole, Duffy, Roehler, & Pearson, 1991).
Novice readers need deliberate instruction. I
would posit that even good readers need
deliberate instruction to achieve deep,
transferable meaning. Making certain every
student knows what expert readers do to
make sense of what they read cannot be
taken for granted in today’s world.
A teacher could be teaching out of the most
amazing novel, but her students are not really
reading the novel for meaning if they do not
understand the message the author is
conveying; cannot imagine the setting, having
no idea about the time period in which the
novel takes place; and are not paying
attention to how the characters are
developing, Students might be reading the
novel to compete an assignment or to pass a
requirement, but these reasons for reading
make reading boring because students are
missing out on all of the amazing elements
that make reading so enjoyable. Reading for
these reasons will not make students want to
read; reading becomes more like a chore.
Mrs. Tabery’s class had been taught expert
reading strategies for three years in their
previous classes. As a principal I required all
teachers to teach explicit reading strategies in
all grades. As a faculty we focused on teaching
different strategies deeply for different grade
levels so students were more likely to
transfer this knowledge from year to year. As
students progressed, they added strategies to
their repertoire. Mrs. Tabery’s sixth graders
knew how to recognize expert reading
strategies, how and when to use them, and
how these strategies could help them to be
more effective readers. So while Mrs. Tabery’s
lessons were not always focused on
explicitness, her language was always focused
on strategies for engaging in text and gaining
deeper levels of knowledge.
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Build students’ personal knowledge and
connections. Mrs. Tabery knew that she
needed to build students’ background
knowledge about the setting and characters
for students to want to read the novel. To
help build background knowledge about what
character traits might be involved and how
people’s personalities would differ, Mrs.
Tabery engaged her students by providing
relevant quotations from famous people. She
chose comments from influential African
Americans because she happened to be
teaching Espersanza Rising during Black
History Month. These inspirational
quotations helped create relevance for
concepts of identity and character.
Students discussed a quotation in small
groups to activate their background
knowledge and get them thinking about
character traits that they could then compare
to one or more characters in the novel. For
example, Mrs. Tabery had students discuss
this statement from Michelle Obama (2016):
“People who are truly strong lift others up.
People who are truly powerful bring others
together.” In their small groups students
discussed what this quotation meant to
them individually and collectively. Then
they connected their personal perspectives
about personal strength to characters in the
novel. Students could see how Esperanza’s
strength in supporting her family and friends
and keeping them together was a “powerful”
character trait. Making personal connections
while reading is engaging.
Help students understand background and
contexts. Mrs. Tabery also spent time helping
students build concepts that would help them
understand about major ideas in the novel.
The concept of migrant workers was new to
most of her sixth graders. Students did not
know what migrant workers do, how hard
they work, and what life is like for their
families. Students were taught to search and
retrieve information about migrant workers
on their own so they could learn how
important it is to find additional information
about unknown words or concepts important
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to understanding a novel. Mrs. Tabery taught
vocabulary words that were crucial to
understanding the text, and she encouraged
her students to read factual books to more
deeply and personally relate to Esperanza’s
experience.

Students asked and answered comprehension
questions, wrote summaries on each chapter,
and annotated their ideas and connections on
post-it notes while reading in preparation for
small group discussions. Students kept track
of the questions they had while reading,
ranging from learning what a word means to
drawing conclusions or making predictions.
Mrs. Tabery’s comprehension instruction
focused a lot on making inferences and using
text clues combined with students’
background knowledge to predict, infer, draw
conclusions, and keep track of important
events in the story.
Students learned the narrative structure of a
story and watched as each element of this
structure unfolded while they read. They
could identify the rising action, the climax,
and then the falling action. They learned
about cause and effect and were able to
change levels of their questions to dig deeper.

together to help students make meaning
(Duffy, 2009). This iterative process of
making meaning changes daily based on
students’ questions, small group discussions,
a-ha moments, textual evidence and
increased understanding of what is really
happening in the novel.
When I observed students in this classroom
reading this novel, I lost track of time. I
became so engaged in the learning: listening
to Mrs. Tabery asking the class probing
questions, observing students asking
insightful questions, reading students’
written summaries, listening to students
reading in small groups, and attending to the
whole class discussion around the events of
the latest chapter.
But even if the book is inherently engaging, if
students do not have purposeful, deliberate,
and diligent comprehension instruction, they
may get lost. Getting them engaged and
keeping them engaged makes learning so
exciting and makes reading come alive. To
motivate readers, teach them how to
comprehend everything they read.

Point out interaction of strategies.
Comprehension strategy instruction is not a
linear process, but rather a dynamic
interaction of several strategies functioning
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Discussions About Text
A third way to motivate students is through
frequent, lively, and safe discussions about
what they are reading (Gambrell & Almasi,
1996). Oprah Winfrey captured the attention
of the nation when she started her Book Club
in 1996. Each month Oprah recommended a
new book to her television audience, usually a
novel, and included a discussion segment
about the book on her television show.
Oprah’s network television show ended in
2011. During the 15 years of her Book Club,
Oprah recommended over 70 books. It was
estimated that over 55 million books were
sold during these years; publishers called this
the “Oprah effect.” If Oprah suggested a book
to read, people read it. She took discussions
about books to a whole new level.
Provide opportunities to talk and ask
questions. Talking about books is fun. Social
interaction around a topic leads to
understanding the substance more in depth.
Explaining one’s side of a school uniform
debate, one’s perspective on global warming,
or one’s attitude towards exercise helps form
ideas and deepen understanding (Chi,
DeLeeuw, Chiu, & LaVancher, 1994).
Allowing students to discuss, debate, and
interact about what they are reading is a
powerful and engaging way for them to
actually do the reading, which results in real
learning (Almasi, 2002; Gambrell & Almasi,
1996). Classroom discussion has a huge
impact on student learning with an effect size
of .82 (Fisher, Frey, & Hattie, 2016).

One of my favorite children’s authors is
Kate DiCamillo. I love her novels,
especially how they help students of all
ages learn about universal concepts such
as love, loss, and compassion for others.
In a third grade class I was observing, the
students were reading The Miraculous
Journey of Edward Tulane (2006), which is
one I particularly enjoy. The teacher had
taught her students how to annotate their
questions, their connections, their
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predictions, and
any unknown
vocabulary
words they
encountered
while reading.
I was so excited
when I saw these
books with
several post-it
notes in every
chapter. One day
I was observing in this classroom and I talked
to a small group of students,
Visitor: “How do you like this book so far?”
Student 1: Oh, it’s okay.
Student 2: I don’t really get it. The rabbit
keeps getting lost.
Student 3: I just wish we could talk about it. I
have so many questions.
Visitor: You don’t get to talk about it?
Student 3: No.
Visitor: Never? You never get to talk about
this amazing book?
Student 3: No. The teacher said we don’t have
time. We just put our questions and
connections on post it notes and that is all we
do. It’s sort of boring.
That observation made my heart sad. I
wanted to start the entire book over again for
that class. Yet the solution to this problem
was so simple: I asked the teacher to build in
15 minutes for students to share what they
had written on their post-it notes each day,
and the fire was lit. From that day forward
the discussions became more natural, and
whether they were teacher led or student led
or happened in small groups, the most
important thing was that students were
talking. Sometimes they talked all the way to
recess and were still talking in the lunch line.
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Discussions around novels with big ideas can
take many forms. Discussions may take time,
careful planning, and organization. Yet
simple, focused, and powerful discussions can
take place daily if students are allowed to
have a voice in the classroom. If our goal as
educators is more motivated and engaged
readers, one easy way is to allow students to
talk about what they read (Almasi, 2002;
Gambrell & Almasi, 1996).
Reading discussions can be about any text: a
confusing graph on the page of a math book, a
chapter in a chemistry class, issues involved
in a world civilization class, a newspaper
article in a journalism class, a novel, a
student’s writing; the list goes on. In school
students are reading all day: sometimes for
information, sometimes for directions,
sometimes for pleasure.
Organize/encourage book clubs. Mrs.
Tabery had book clubs in her sixth grade
classroom. Students were able to choose a
novel to read, based on a limited choice
offered, along with about five other students
reading the same novel. Small groups formed
based on students’ interest in the novels.
While five different novels were being read
simultaneously, the structure for a book club
took a common form. Regardless of the novel,
all students could focus on character
development, author’s purpose, setting, and
plot development.
The common elements made classroom
discussions smooth; yet when Mrs. Tabery
had students mix up the groups and the small
groups had a student from each novel group
discussing character development, the
engagement spiraled upward. Not only were
students discussing their own characters, but
they were comparing and contrasting them to
their peers’ characters from novels they were
not reading. This social interaction created
interest, deepened knowledge, and forged
friendships. While all students had to
annotate and summarize each chapter, the
differences in the novels made discussions
lively and rich.
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Lively discussions also need to be safe places
for students to share their ideas, their
questions, their confusion, and their feelings.
Students need to be taught how to disagree,
to take turns, and to truly listen to each other.
Teachers can provide feedback to groups or
individuals on ways that will keep their
discussions relevant, meaningful, and
motivating.
Supplementing a novel study with occasional
short stories or small pieces of informational
texts that are relevant to concepts in the
novel can provide an opportunity for
enriched discussion. When Mrs. Tabery had
her students discuss quotations from famous
people, her purpose was to build background
knowledge and make connections to the
novel they were reading. Her instructional
purpose was clear. Discussion time was
limited, but the yield was powerful for
engaging students around text. To motivate
readers, allow them to talk about what they
are reading and what they are learning.

Conclusion
Motivating readers is one of our most
important roles as educators if we really want
to prepare our students for a successful
future. Students need to know how to be
successful in school, and that begins with
teachers who have focused, clear, and
rigorous goals for learning. Making these
goals visible to students engages them, invites
them, informs them, challenges them, and
guides them through the process of gaining
knowledge deep enough to transfer to the
next class, the next grade, and beyond.
Years ago I used to say that if I was ever in
charge of a school, I would teach all of the
teachers how to teach students to be expert,
motivated, knowledgeable, and social
readers. I would teach teachers how to focus
on the most important core concepts, weave
literacy instruction into all content areas,
teach for depth rather than breadth, and have
fun doing it. I would teach teachers how to
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really know if their students “got it” and what
to do if they didn’t.
And then one day I was in charge of a school,
and I did all of those things. They worked. We
had a school full of engaged readers and
amazing teachers who taught effectively for
student learning. We started with setting
clear learning objectives, providing fierce
comprehension instruction, and conducting
lots of discussions around a variety of texts.
We did more than that to motivate readers,
but that was where I began. I spent thousands
of dollars ordering books for several years in
a row so classrooms were full of interesting
texts to read on a variety of topics for the
grade level. We read a lot. Learning in that
school was engaging and effective. Teachers
made a real impact on their students. I spent
a lot of time in classrooms observing. Many
times I went into classrooms with the
intention of observing, but I usually became
too engaged in the learning. I couldn’t help it;
learning was always happening.
I intentionally went into the third grade
classroom the day they were finishing The
Miraculous Journey of Edward Tulane; I love
the ending of that book. As I watched these 9year olds read the final two chapters, with
tears streaming down many of their faces, I
knew they really understood the novel. They
had connected to it on a personal and
emotional level. The class discussion that
followed was truly magical. This is how to
motivate students to read:
•

Let them discuss their feelings, ideas,
confusions, and questions about what
they are reading. Read amazing novels
with your students.

•

Read books with themes and ideas that
are relevant to your students’ lives.
Help students make personal
connections to what they are learning;
they must see the relevance of what
they are asked to do.
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• Take your time. Motivating readers is
not about a checklist of things to cross
off each day; rather, it is how you teach
your students to truly love reading and
learning.
• Have goals that matter.
• Teach real concepts deeply.
• Teach students how to make
connections with what they read,
regardless of grade level, lexile level,
content area, topic, genre, or length of
text.
Connecting to books is what will motivate
students to come back to reading again and
again.
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The Use of Biographies to
Develop Social and Emotional
Learning Competencies
Cindy D’on Jones
Chantal Wahlquist
Holli Humphrey Baker
Kourtney Schut
Abstract
The roles and potentials of classroom social
and emotional learning (SEL) are receiving
increased attention. The authors describe the
competencies students can achieve and
some associated benefits. They introduce
biographies as a way to integrate social and
emotional learning with language arts
curriculum, along with an easy procedure
for doing this. Several books with strong
SEL potential are presented and reviewed.
As educators work to prepare students to be
successful in their future endeavors, the role
of social and emotional learning is becoming
more prominent, due in part to the challenge
of serving students with varied motivations
and abilities for learning (Learning First
Alliance, 2001). Over time students who lack
social and emotional competencies may
become disinterested and disconnected from
school and show signs of academic struggles,
which may lead to feelings of further
disconnect from the academic setting.
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The level of disengagement with schools is
concerning, with one report stating that 4060% of students are “chronically disengaged”
by the time they reach high school (Klem &
Connell, 2004). Supporting social and
emotional learning though school-based
instruction is recognized as a way to promote
engagement and accomplishment in school
and in life (Zeng, Benner, & Silva, 2016).
To aid educators in implementing social and
emotional learning, several organizations are
supporting its advancement through
research, policy, and practice. The world’s
leading organization for social and emotional
learning is the Collaborative for Academic,
Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL).
Founded in 1994, CASEL’s goal is
“establishing high-quality, evidence-based
social and emotional learning as an essential
part of preschool through high school
education” (CASEL, 2017a, p 1). Another
organization, announced in September 2016
as “one of the most important developments
in the field of education in the past 20 years,”
is the National Commission on Social,
Emotional, and Academic Development
(CASEL, 2017b, p. 1). This Commission seeks
to advance “a new vision for what constitutes
success in schools: the full integration of
The Utah Journal of Literacy
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social, emotional, and academic development
to ensure every student is prepared to thrive
in school and in life” (Learning Policy
Institute, 2016, p. 1). Additional support for
social and emotional learning is provided by
recent policy interest, including the Every
Student Succeeds Act of 2015 which
broadened the definition of student success
to include consideration of students’ socialemotional development (Melnick, CookHarvey, & Darling-Hammond, 2017).

ethical norms for behavior, and to
recognize family, school, and
community resources and supports.
•

Relationship skills: The ability to
establish and maintain healthy and
rewarding relationships with diverse
individuals and groups. This includes
communicating clearly, listening
actively, cooperating, resisting
inappropriate social pressure,
negotiating conflict constructively, and
seeking and offering help when
needed.

•

Responsible decision making: The
ability to make constructive and
respectful choices about personal
behavior and social interactions
considering ethical standards, safety
issues, and social norms, as well as
realistically evaluating the
consequences of various actions and
attending to the well-being of self and
others.

Competencies of Social and Emotional
Learning
Social and emotional learning (SEL) is “the
process by which children and adults learn to
understand and manage emotions, maintain
positive relationships, and make responsible
decisions” (O’Conner, Feyter, Carr, Luo, &
Romm, 2017, p 1). Elias (2006) suggested
that character education, service learning,
emotional intelligence, and citizen education
can be expressed in the single term social and
emotional learning. CASEL (2012, p. 9)
identified five interrelated competency
clusters of SEL.
•

Self-awareness: The ability to
accurately recognize one’s emotions
and thoughts and their influence on
behavior. This includes accurately
assessing one’s strengths and
limitations and possessing a wellgrounded sense of confidence and
optimism.

•

Self-management: The ability to
regulate one’s emotions, thoughts, and
behaviors effectively in different
situations. This includes managing
stress, controlling impulses, motivating
oneself, and setting and working
toward achieving personal and
academic goals.

•

Social awareness: The ability to take
the perspective of and empathize with
others from diverse backgrounds and
cultures, to understand social and
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These competencies help students succeed in
a social world and enable them to accomplish
their goals (Melnick et al., 2017). Educators
can help students develop SEL competencies
by teaching the skills explicitly, using
engaging instructional materials, and guiding
students to practice applying their learning.

Benefits of SEL
Development of SEL competencies has been
shown to enhance academic performance,
improve attitudes toward school, and
promote positive changes in behavior
(Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Zins & Elias,
2006). A meta-analysis of 213 studies
involving over 270,000 kindergarten through
high school students indicated that SEL
instruction increased academic success, as
reflected by an 11% achievement gain
(Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, &
Schellinger, 2011). In fact, researchers have
suggested that a focus on developing SEL
competencies in elementary school “holds
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promise for closing the achievement gap”
(Blair & Raver, 2014).
Furthermore, attaining SEL competencies has
long-term effects in relation to academic
success, career achievement, and overall wellbeing (Jones, Greenberg, & Crowley, 2015).
SEL competencies are associated with
increased rates of graduation, employment,
and income; low SEL competencies are
correlated with increased behavioral issues,
mental health problems, drug use, and
criminal behavior (Kautz et al., 2014). A costbenefit analysis projected that for every
dollar spent for rigorous SEL development,
there is an eleven dollar return due to these
long-term effects (Belfield et al., 2015). Given
the importance of SEL competencies,
development of these skills should be
embedded in existing academic curriculum
throughout a student’s years in school (World
Economic Forum, 2016).

Biographies as Texts to Develop SEL
Competencies
To strengthen development of SEL
competencies, students must be exposed to
information that requires interpretation,
analysis, and acceptable responses (Crick &
Dodge, 1996). Although the availability of
SEL programs is increasing, many schools
have limited resources to acquire these
programs (Durlak et al., 2011; Zins & Elias,
2006). As educators seek to incorporate SEL
instruction, they must consider how current
curricular materials can be used with a focus
on developing social and emotional
competencies. Fortunately, SEL instruction
can be integrated with English language arts
instruction through studying biographies as
students consider perspective, identify
alternative solutions, or anticipate situational
consequences (CASEL, 2012).

and ponder other perspectives (Langer,
2011). Students can emotionally connect to
life experiences that may be the same or quite
different from their own (Barone, 2015).
Biographies offer an authentic context in
which cognitive, social, and emotional
interactions can take place (Morrow, Tracey,
& Healey, 2012).
A simple outline to aid SEL instruction with
biographies is the acronym IDEA.

I Identify the SEL competency to be
taught, including texts that
address the competency.
D Develop think alouds to
emphasize the SEL components of
the text.
E Explicitly describe, model, and
discuss the SEL competency,
including ways the text reflects
the competency.
A Apply the SEL skills through role
play, discussion, and other
collaborative tasks to reinforce
the use of SEL competencies.

Outline of Sample IDEA Lesson

The use of biographies offers several
advantages for the development of social and
emotional competencies. Biographies allow
students to explore possibilities, gain
connectedness, develop creative reasoning,
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Identify SEL competency. This lesson will
focus on the SEL competency of selfmanagement, which includes developing selfmotivation and working toward and
achieving goals (Casel, 2012). Several texts
could be used to promote students’
understanding and progress in developing
self-management. This lesson highlights one
text, Marie Curie by L.W. McCormick.
Develop think alouds. These three think
alouds could be used with this text
(corresponding page numbers given).
1. Pages 9-10 describe how Marie Curie was a
good student, finishing college in only three
years, and how she dedicated her life to
science, working so hard that she
sometimes “forgot to eat.”
💡Think aloud. Marie Curie really had what we
call self-management. Most people need
four years to finish college. Marie had a goal
to get her college degree, and she must have
studied very hard to get it in just three years.
And she graduated with degrees in two very
hard subjectsmath and physics. In her time
these were not areas that attracted many
women. But Marie wasn’t like many women.
She was motivated to do scientific work and
determined to meet the challenges she faced.
Can you imagine working so hard you forgot
to eat?

Today we appreciate her sacrifice. X-ray
machines were invented because of her
work. And radium helps people with cancer.
3. Pages 18-21 describe how Marie remained
dedicated even with daunting challenges in
her life, and how this hard work enabled
her to win a second Nobel Prize.
💡Think aloud. What we are reading about
Marie’s life tells us how she showed selfmanagement, although her life became
very difficult. Even after her husband, who
was her research partner, died, she kept
working toward her goals. Marie won a
second Nobel Prize; she was the first
personman or woman to win two Nobel
Prizes. Her motivation and hard work
changed the world, and we still benefit from
the things she did.
Explain how the text reflects the
competency. Through reading this text about
Marie Curie and using these think alouds,
teachers can explain and demonstrate the SEL
competency of self-management. We
recommend that teachers continue to discuss
self-management by reading additional texts
and engaging in more think alouds focused on
the same competency. Students can better
understand the competency through
numerous examples in various settings of
people they learn about in the biographies.

2. Pages 15-17 describe how working with
the radium caused Marie to get sick and
how she was the first woman to win a
Nobel Prize.
💡Think aloud. Marie’s self-management
was so strong, she not only worked when
she was hungry, she worked when she was
sick. The dangers of radium were not fully
understood in her time. Marie knew that
radium was making her sick, but she also
knew that it had the potential to help
people. So she was motivated to keep
working toward her goals. Marie’s work
was recognized by scientists of her time; she
was the first woman to win a Nobel Prize.
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Apply the SEL skills to reinforce the
competencies. After reading and discussing
the SEL competency, teachers can engage
students in collaborative tasks that help them
further apply the SEL competency. Here are
three example tasks related to the text Marie
Curie with a focus on self-management.
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1. Role play. Have students role play
what Marie Curie might have said
when someone tried to discourage her
from working on her goals.
In Marie’s time most people thought
that women didn’t need an education
and that science was something men
did—not women. Marie often heard
comments like this: “You’re a woman.
You don’t need a college degreeit’s
too much work. And science? Science is
too hard.” What do you think Marie
would have said to someone who told
her this?
2. Discussion. Engage students in
discussions focused on the SEL
competency that involve the
information presented in the text.
How are our lives better because Marie
Curie had good self-management
skills?”
3. Collaborative Writing. Encourage
students to consider ways they can
exhibit the SEL competency as Marie
Curie did.
Everyone tell your partner about
something that is hard for you (for
example, doing math, catching a
baseball, playing the piano). Talk
about how self-management
(motivation and working toward your
goals) can help you. Write a
paragraph about this together.

Selection of Biographies
We suggest the following biographies for
teachers to use in promoting development of
the SEL competency self-management.
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Biography: A Boy
Called Slow by J.
Bruchac. 1994. New
York: Philomel Books.
Brief Summary: This
is the story of
challenges faced by the
boy who would
become a great leader
as Sitting Bull.
SEL Related Character
Noticeable Features
Traits of the Person:
of the
Sitting Bull was slow at everything
he Book:
did as aAward of
Excellence
from
child. He even grow slowly; he was short. But
Communication
Arts
as he developed self-management, he
for
the
illustrations.
developed the courage and determination for
which he is well known.
Additional Teaching Connections: Cultural
influences. Inclusion of Lakota legends and
traditions.
Biography:
Coming Home:
From the Life of
Langston
Hughes by
Floyd Cooper.
1994. New
York: Putnam &
Grosset Group.
Brief
Summary:
Langston
Hughes grew
up in poverty.
He often dreamed of having a happy,
welcoming home. The story relates how he
found it.
SEL Related Character Traits of the
Person: Lanston struggled with problems of
poverty. On one occasion he had to wear
women’s shoes because his grandmother
couldn’t afford new ones. He escaped at first
by daydreaming. But he as he worked with
his
talents for listening to and learning about
Noticeable
Features of the
Book:
The Utah Journal of Literacy
Beautiful
illustrations,
includes
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people and for writing incredible poetry and
prose, he learned to find his own welcoming
place.
Additional Teaching Connections:
Importance of storytelling, listening, and oral
language
Biography: The
Perfect Wizard:
Hans Christian
Andersen by J.
Yolen. 2004. New
York: Penguin
Books.
Brief Summary:
This book details
the hardships of
Andersen’s life
and the multiple
failures he faced trying to be an actor and a
writer.
Noticeable Features of the Book: Includes
quotations from Andersen's own stories.
SEL Related Character Traits of the
Person: As a child Hans struggled with the
challenges of poverty and a dysfunctional
family. His grandfather, who was known as
“terribly mad,” would wander in the woods.
His grandmother incessantly told lies. His
father died when Hans was age 11. Hans
needed more self-regulation; he did not do
well in school because of his storytelling. He
loved the theatre, and he had a passion to
write. He did work hard for these things. His
writing is still read and treasured today, but
he was not always successful during his
lifetime.
Additional Teaching Connections: Oral
language to teach folklore and superstitions.
Origin of fairy tales.

Conclusion
Although social and emotional learning may
have previously been “placed on the sidelines,
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seen as a distraction from academics”
(Melnick et al., 2017, p. ix), its importance is
coming to the forefront of education. The
development of SEL competencies can be
effectively embedded into classroom literacy
instruction by teaching biographies that
contain SEL content (Shechtman & Yaman,
2012). As teachers identify, explain, model,
and guide students to discuss and apply SEL
competencies to diverse situations, these
skills will become part of their behavioral
repertoire, leading to the benefits associated
with social and emotional competence and
well-being.
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Improving Comprehension by
Improving Fluency
Brad Wilcox
Timothy G. Morrison
Abstract
The authors begin with the importance
and the nature of the skills and strategies
of fluency. They then examine some
methods teachers can use to help
students improve the rate and accuracy of
their reading: repeated oral reading,
neurological impress and echo reading.
Finally they consider some motivating
ways of engaging students in reading
processes through expressive
performance: readers’ theatre and puppet
presentations.
The main purpose of reading is
comprehension, and foundational to
improving comprehension is fluent oral
reading. Traditionally, reading speed (rate)
has been the most defined and emphasized
aspect of fluency. But though identifying
words quickly is important, fluency involves
more than reading fast. Students who read
fluently must also read with accuracy,
identifying words correctly, and with
expression, reading text like it would be
spoken (Pikulski & Chard, 2005). The
Common Core emphasizes all three of these
aspects of fluency as fundamental skills. In
addition, the Core stresses that readers
should read with purpose and understanding.
Because skilled readers spend so little time
identifying each word, they are able to
Vol 20 No 2 Fall 2017

efficiently comprehend what they read to
meet their personal needs.
Teachers sometimes think of fluency
instruction as a series of exercises or drills.
But this is not the case. Oral reading fluency is
closely related to speaking and listening.
Listeners imitate what good speakers do, and
good listeners and speakers become
conscious of what fluent reading should
sound like. As teachers read aloud to children
and engage them in normal conversations
and discussions, they are helping them use
language to become informed and to inform
others. That’s teaching fluency.

Skills and Strategies
But more complex processes and
relationships are involved. The human mind
has a limited amount of attention it can use in
one time period, so when some processes
become automatic, attention is freed up to
attend to other things. Although the words
skills and strategies are often used
interchangeably, some (Afflerbach, Pearson,
& Paris, 2008) stress crucial differences
between them.
Skills are processes that are completed
automatically, requiring little attention and
memory. Skills can be performed almost
without thinking about them, like tying a shoe
or riding a bike. These tasks may be difficult
at first, but once mastered they do not
The Utah Journal of Literacy
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interrupt the shoe owner or cyclist from
talking or thinking about something else.
Reading skills include identifying letters and
words, knowing about spaces between words,
and understanding punctuation. Even some
simple inferences can become automatic
skills (Fuchs, Fuchs, Hosp, & Jenkins, 2001).
Reaching an automatic level of word
identification is very important in reading
development (Rasinski, 2011).
By contrast, strategies are deliberate
processes that require attention and memory.
When readers have turned some strategies
into automatic skills, they have attention left
over to read expressively and build
comprehension. This means that they can use
new strategies like identifying cause and
effect relationships, understanding the
sequence of events in a passage, and
clarifying meanings of unfamiliar words to
create better understanding of what they
read. When students move from reliance on
strategies to automatic use of skills as they
read, they become skilled, fluent readers. This
transition does not happen without extended
practice in rate, accuracy, and expression.

Rate and Accuracy
“Repeated exposures to the same words leads
to improvements in fluency” (Samuels, 2003,
p. 174). Many ideas have been recommended
for building fluency (Blevins, 2002; Kuhn &
Schwanenflugel, 2008; Kuhn & Stahl, 2003).
Three effective ways to help children practice
increasing rate and accuracy are repeated
oral reading (Samuels, 2003), neurological
impress (Flood, Lapp, & Fisher, 2005), and
echo reading (Tompkins, 2010). Research has
shown that these practices help students turn
reading strategies into skills (Kuhn,
Schwanenflugel, & Meisinger, 2010).
Repeated oral reading. The most common
approach to developing rate and accuracy is
repeated oral reading. Originally developed to
help children who struggle with reading,
repeated reading is a simple three-step
process for all students:
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1. The teacher selects appropriate
instruction-level texts for students.
These passages, which can be
narrative or informational text,
should be about 200-250 words.
2. Students read the text to become
familiar with it.
3. Students re-read the same passage
several times quickly.
Although the
stress in
repeated
reading is on
increasing rate
of reading,
other aspects
of fluency can
also be
improved. By repeatedly reading the same
text, students practice the same words over
and over. Doing so can help them improve
accuracy and automatize many high
frequency words.
Repeated reading scaffolds struggling readers
and English language learners. As students
are given multiple opportunities to read the
same text, they are able to increase reading
rate and improve decoding skills (Breznitz,
2006; Paige, 2011).
To keep repeated reading from becoming
routine, try allowing students to record
themselves as they read, or display a song or
poem that children can read together
chorally. After students become familiar with
the text, ask them to read or sing it again
using a different accent (e.g., British, western
U. S., southern U. S., etc.). You could ask
students to assume a stereotype character—
read like a grandma, like an angry person, or
like someone reading to a baby.
Neurological impress. Neurological impress
(Flood. Lapp, & Fisher, 2005) allows students
to see the words as they are said and heard.
While tracking the text with a finger or
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pointer, the teacher sets the pace and reads
with expression so that the student can focus
on saying the words quickly and accurately.
The student chimes in when he can, but may
follow silently at times, especially if the text is
unfamiliar or
is written
above his
instructional
level.
Neurological
impress can
help children
develop rate;
however,
fluency varies with the difficulty level of text
and with the reader’s prior knowledge of the
passage content.
Research has shown that this one-on-one
assistance can make a dramatic difference in
reading gains, whether it is done by a teacher,
an adult volunteer, or a competent peer
(Young, Rasinski, & Mohr, 2016).
Neurological impress is especially
appropriate for students who are identified
through multiple tiered (i.e., RTI) processes
as needing additional instruction.
Echo reading. In echo reading children see
and hear the words as the teacher (or other
adult) reads; then they have a chance to
practice immediately afterward. Echo reading
can be done in small groups or as a whole
class. Model by reading a phrase from a text
aloud, emphasizing proper rate, accuracy, and
expression, then having the students read the
phrase back, following the example. Provide
praise and feedback while moving through
the text together. Keep a brisk pace and read
with expression to maintain continuity and
interest.
Fluent
peer
partners
can work
effectively
with ELs
for echo
reading.
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Encourage an English learner who has
become proficient with a particular book to
be the lead reader for younger children to
echo.

Expression
Reading rate and accuracy are two essential
aspects of fluency, but reading with
appropriate expression is also consequential
in gaining comprehension. Reading with
expression often involves reading for
authentic audiences with genuine purposes.
Students can lose motivation to practice skills
and strategies if they feel they are rereading
text for no purpose. A sense of audience can
bring new life to expressive reading practice
for many children. If they know they are
going to be performing for a group of parents,
another class, or even for each other, children
see a reason to practice. Two effective
strategies that give opportunities for
performance are readers’ theatre (Young &
Rasinski, 2009) and puppet shows (Allington,
2001).
Readers’ theatre. Readers’ theatre is like a
play, but instead of memorizing and acting
out parts, performers read them (Worthy &
Prater, 2002). Some scripts are commercially
produced and include parts written at
different levels of difficulty (Benchmark
Education Company, 2003-2005). However,
students can easily work out their own
scripts if they are assigned sections of a
picture book, short story, or poem to be read
by individuals in a group. For example,
Reader A may read the first two lines in a
poem, followed by Reader B reading the next
two lines, and so forth. Students can also
write original scripts. Whatever the script
source, students need plenty of time to
practice. As they prepare to perform for an
authentic audience, they feel motivated to
read the text repeatedly and practice their
oral reading (Tyler & Chard, 2000).
Practice time for ELs will be more effective if
you explain words that may be confusing to
them, especially puns (e.g., “He ate so much
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over the holidays that he decided to quit cold
turkey”), idioms (e.g., “I’ll have to look up the
answer”), and jokes. Assign several students
the same part and have them read it chorally.
Translate a short script into a different
language; have some students read a part in
one language and a second group read the
same part in the other. A good source for
readers’ theatre is the book You Read to Me,
I’ll Read to You (Hoberman,
2001). Group students into
twos or threes, assigning each
group one poem to practice.
When the groups are ready,
have each read their poem to
the rest of the class. Similar
books are Big Talk: Poems for
Four Voices (Fleischman,
2008), Joyful Noise:
Poems for Two Voices
(Fleischman, 2004), and
Partner Poems for
Building Fluency: Grades
4-6 (Rasinski, Harrison, &
Fawsett, 2009).
Puppet shows. Students can write a puppet
show script with the teacher assigning parts
of a story as in readers’ theatre (Rasinski &
Hoffman, 2003). They can create a simple
puppet theatre by draping a blanket or sheet
over a table and crouching behind it. Puppets
do not need to be costly or elaborate. Paper
drawings glued to sticks, decorated paper
bags, or socks placed over hands can serve
the purpose.
When students perform puppet shows,
audience members may lose interest if they
cannot hear the performers well from behind
the blanket. A simple solution is to allow
performers to record their voices as they read
the script. As they listen to the recording, they
can identify problem areas and practice to
improve. When they are ready, they can make
a final recording of the entire script. This
process allows them to practice both their
speaking and listening skills. On the day of the
performance, the children can play the
recorded script as they move the puppets.
This prior recording not only results in a
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louder, clearer
performance, but it can
ensure less stress and
more success for
struggling readers and
English learners.
Teachers already have
much on their plates as
they try to teach
children to read. It is easy to leave some
aspects to the side. Fluency is an element of
reading that has sometimes been diminished
in the past. But teachers need to remember
that by teaching fluency they are doing one of
the most important things they can to
improve comprehension. And that focus must
never be overlooked.
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Using Picture Books to Teach
Character
Sheryl Lain
Abstract
The author explains and illustrates ways
picture books can be used to teach values
at the same time they are implemented to
fulfill language arts standards, as well as
examine and apply aspects of the author’s
craft.
Teachers can be overwhelmed with new
initiatives to teach, such as anti-bullying or
character building, when their day is packed

already. So why not teach character
development with the literature we already
use? One of the richest sources for short
literacy lessons is quality picture books.
These picture books can serve a dual
purpose: They can teach the core standards
(2010) and they can teach values. Table 1
lists a few of the many picture books with
themes that illuminate seven key values
derived from thinkers such as Stalker (1902),
Kohlberg (1987), Borba (2001), Samenow
(2004), and others.

Table 1: Values with Picture Books for Teaching Them
Value
Purity
Temperance
Charity

Diligence
Forgiveness

Description
Purity of motivation. The opposite is
covetousness, wanting what belongs to others.
Patience. The opposite is gluttony.
Love, which is the greatest virtue
superseding all others. The opposite is greed;
greedy people do not love others as they love
themselves.
Work ethic, persistence. The diligent person is
responsible. The opposite is laziness.
Forgoing judgment. The opposite is anger.

Picture Book
Keepers by Jeri Hanel Watts (1997)
Through the Night by Jim
Aylesworth (1998)
Jin Woo by Eve Bunting (2001)
Wherever You Are My Love Will Find
You by Nancy Tillman (2010)
A Chair for my Mother, by Vera B.
Williams (2007)
Smoky Night by Eve Bunting (1999)

Kindness

Empathy, the ability to walk in someone else’s
shoes. The opposite is jealousy.

Hooway for Wodney Wat, by Helen
Lester (1999)

Humility

Self-awareness enough to see one’s own faults.
The opposite is pride.

Henry, the Dog with no Tail by Kate
Feiffer (2007)
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Structure for Workshop
A classroom workshop is one approach when
teaching values-based themes along with
literacy lessons in picture books. A workshop
is a block of time when the teacher delivers a
lesson followed by students working
independently:
reading their
texts, writing
their own pieces,
and/or speaking
and listening in
large or small groups. While
students work, the teacher
coaches—observing,
commenting and tweaking
student work (Graves, 2003).

To teach values through picture books, the
teacher first reads the book aloud. If she has
access to a document camera, the read-aloud
is augmented by projecting the pages onto a
large screen so students can share the
reading, following the print and illustrations.
After the read aloud, the teacher discusses the
value at the heart of the book’s theme and
weaves selected literacy skills into the lesson.
See Table 2 for sample lessons using Smoky
Night by Eve Bunting (1999), with its theme
of forgiveness. In addition to potential for
discussion on forgiveness in its character
development, Bunting’s book offers lessons
consistent with the Common Core State
Standards (2017) as well as state and district
benchmarks.

Table 2: Sample Lesson Using Smoky Night by Eve Bunting
Theme: Forgiveness.
In the text, two families from ethnically diverse backgrounds discover during a city riot that they
can learn peacekeeping in their daily lives. They forgo judgment, forgive their differences, and
avoid the kind of wrath that leads to violence.
Reading:
1. To enhance vocabulary and spotlight the author’s word choice, students create a word
cloud using words from the text that connote violence (rioting, smash, destroy, angry,
screams, crumpled, stealing, breaks, toss, pounce, dragging, yelling, staggering, pounding,
hooligans, yowling, screeching).
2. To enhance her theme, the author uses phrases that signify togetherness. Make a T
Chart and label one side “Together” and the other “Apart.” Students list together
phrases from the text on one side: “buy from our own people,” “we’ll sleep together
tonight,” “the cats were together,” “the cats drank from the same dish” and “they
probably didn’t know each other before.” They then create opposing phrases for the
apart side.
Writing: The writing assignment for this book is a rough draft journal jot that need not go through
the writing process.
1. Students notice the author’s use of alliteration: color of carrots and flicker of flames.
2. Students write in their journals about a time when they experienced or witnessed or
avoided forgiveness. They might try to add alliteration into their jots.
Speaking / Listening: I select which structure is appropriate for this lesson: Socratic Circles,
Literature Circles, or Think-Write-Share.
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Picture Books for Literacy Standards
The Common Core Standards (2017) define
the reading process. First, students read to
determine what the text says explicitly and
implies. Next readers understand how the
author conveys the message using author’s
craft. Finally, they read to analyze the text’s
themes, topics and claims.
Smoky Night. The sample lesson for Smoky
Night meets reading, writing, speaking, and
listening standards. The Smoky Night lesson
asks students to understand the text; apply
alliteration, an element of author’s craft; and
engage in writing, speaking, and listening on
the theme of forgiveness. Besides addressing
reading standards, this picture book lesson
incorporates writing. Draft writing is the
seed for later narrative, expository, and
argumentative pieces that move through
revision and
editing. The
sample lesson
also engages
students in
speaking and
listening.
Through
discussion,
students
comprehend what they hear, collaborate with
others to discuss and extend thinking, and
present ideas in various settings including
small and large groups.
Other picture books. The picture books in
Table 1 teach a variety of craft lessons. For
example, in Through the Night the author, Jim
Aylesworth (1998), skillfully uses the
refrain—a unifying organizational device—
and figurative language, in this case a simile
(“the city buildings gleamed like boxes
draped in diamonds”). Students can apply
these examples of author’s craft as they write.
Vera Williams (2007) employs the
organizational device of flashback in A Chair
for My Mother. She begins the story in the
present and then flashes back to describe
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how a fire destroyed
all the family’s
furniture. The main
character is saving
money to buy an easy
chair for her hardworking mother. The
virtue of diligence is extolled in the actions of
both the mother and the daughter.
David in Jin Woo by
Eve Bunting (2001)
feels the pinpricks of
jealousy, the
opposite of the virtue
of kindness.
Students close read
the text, locating
evidence of jealousy
as David adjusts to his newly adopted baby
brother. This book also teaches symbolism.
In the resolution David gives the baby his
beloved duck mobile, a symbol of security.
Finally the text lends itself to writing a
constructed response on a prompt such as
“What are David’s feelings, and how does the
plot resolve his internal conflict?”
Wherever You Are My Love Will Find You, by
Nancy Tillman (2010), develops the theme of
charity (love) with the ABAB rhyme scheme.
Students can try out this pattern in their
journals. Hooway for Wodney Wat (Lester,
1999) contains the literary devices of
onomatopoeia (Whap Whap Whappity
Slappity Whap) and alliteration (Camilla
Capybara). After reading Keepers (Watts,
1997), students write a narrative, spinning off
the virtue of chastity (purity of conscience)
with this prompt: “Tell about a time you did
something you regret.”
In Henry, the Dog with
no Tail, Kate Feiffer
(2007) uses puns (“my
days having a tail are
behind me”). This text
also contains several
examples of similes
(“flying like a
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helicopter,”“threw him like a
Frisbee,”“flapping like a flag”).

Giant, My Rotten Red-headed Brother, and The
Other Way to Listen.

Explicit Teaching of Values

To engage students in writing, I use quick
write strategies by Barry Lane (1992) and
Natalie Goldberg (2010), who admonish
writers to shush their censors and write like
their hair is on fire. Students write for three
to five minutes in their journals. “Let’s write
about a time when we saw forgiveness in
action,” I say, and then I prod my writers by
using Davey’s think aloud strategy (1985)
and offer several of my own ideas (Calkins,
2003). “Hmmm,” I say as I strike a thinker’s
pose.

As explained above, picture books teach
students to notice, understand, and use the
craft of writing. But literature teaches much
more than author’s craft. The themes in
picture books—indeed in all literature—offer
rich opportunities to teach values, explicitly
or implicitly.
Forgiveness in Smoky Night. After I read
aloud the picture book Smoky Night in my
classroom, I talk about forgiveness. I say, “In
this book, people endure a difficult time, and
they learn to forgive one another’s
differences.” I might ask my students why
people in the story dislike one another in the
first place, and why the scary experience
helps them overcome their prejudices. After
some student input, I tell kids I want to
unpack the character trait of forgiveness. I
say,
People who forgive are patient. Instead
of stirring up conflict, they try to make
a peaceful, stable community. People
who forgive can control themselves.
They are thoughtful of others and aim
to balance self-interest and public
interest. A person who can’t forgive is
angry and wants to get even. If carried
to its extreme, vengefulness leads to
chaos and a breakdown of a civil
society.

In my room I post a chart defining forgiveness
as a place holder for my learners.
After reading aloud Smoky Night and
explaining the virtue of forgiveness, I
immerse my students in
reading, writing, listening
and speaking activities. I
make other picture books
with the theme of
forgiveness available:
Baseball Saved Us, Leo the
Late Bloomer, Stand Tall
Molly Lou Melon, The
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What could I write about forgiveness?
Well, I could write about the time when
my mom got hurt building a fence with
Dad. She could’ve blamed him, but she
didn’t. Or I could write about how I took
Dorman’s red Tootsie Roll pop out of his
desk and never admitted it. I never got
forgiven because I never told him I was
wrong. Today, I think I’ll write about
taking Dorman’s candy.

And I take off writing on the white board,
modeling how to write like my hair is on fire.
Strategies for exploring values. When
students write, they make a personal
connection to the theme. They then stand a
chance of applying the character trait in their
own lives. Likewise, speaking and listening to
one another also encourage application. I use
several methods including Socratic circles
(Paul & Elder, 2006), literature circles
(Daniels, 2002), and think-write-share.
Socratic circles (Paul & Elder, 2006)
encourage examination, analysis, and
application. Students sit in a circle. I pose a
question. For example, I might ask, “Why is it
so hard to ask for forgiveness? Why is it so
hard to forgive others? How do you know if a
person really is sincere when she asks to be
forgiven?” Students speak as their turn
comes, connecting their comments to those of
the student(s) who spoke before them.
Powerful discussions arise as kids make
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personal connections, lift the conversation
from the personal level to the philosophical,
and apply these abstract ideas to their own
values. The beauty of the Socratic method is
that there is no one right answer.
Literature circles (Daniels, 2002) are much
like adult book clubs, but with added
structure. Students respond to literature
from the viewpoint of the role they assume.
Roles include discussion director,
summarizer, vocabulary enhancer, illustrator,
connector, figurative language finder, and so
on. The aim is to encourage thoughtful
discussion, allowing students to practice the
strategies good readers use.
Think-write-share is a technique that ensures
all students get a chance to speak their minds
by writing in their journals, the repository of
their thinking. I pose an open-ended question
and ask students to jot their views in their
journals before answering orally. This allows
kids to delve more deeply into their own
thinking before they raise their hands to talk;
it requires a response from everyone, not just
the few eager kids who dominate class
discussion; and it gets kids writing. We
scribble our responses in our journals. Then a
few students raise their hands to answer
aloud.

Kohlberg’s Theory of Moral
Development
I ask students to write in their journals about
my open-ended questions on forgiveness or
on wider themes. I draw three concentric
circles on the board (see Figure 1). I tell kids
that a thinker named Lawrence Kohlberg
thought we start out as babies being very selfcentered, or narcissistic. Then we grow, if we
are able, into people who are good, not just
because we obey the rules, but because it is
the best thing for everyone, even people we
don’t know. We would even sacrifice
ourselves for the good of others. This is
Kohlberg’s theory of moral development.

Vol 20 No 2 Fall 2017

It is through this lens that I ask wider
questions for student response in their
journals:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Why am I on Earth?
Do I have a purpose/mission?
Do I have choices (fate vs. free will)?
Does truth change?
What is love?
Are humans “good” or “bad” by nature?
Where do we draw the line between
what is OK for me and what is in the
best interest of the society?”

After all have explored ideas in their journals,
a few students raise hands to answer aloud
and read their responses to the whole class.
We listen to a few as time allows. Then
students turn to their partners to share in
small groups so that everyone speaks,
including those who are shy and hesitant to
address the whole class.

Conclusion
When teachers use literature to teach the
virtues of forgiveness, kindness, moderation,
love, purity, work ethic, and humility, they
fulfill the language arts standards, but more
important, they help their students develop
character. At the heart of literature, students
find the truth, as Kevin did in Rodman
Philbrick’s novel Freak the Mighty (1993).
“Books are like truth serum,” Kevin says. “If
you don’t read you can’t figure out what’s
real.” No need to purchase character
development or anti-bullying materials when
quality picture books teach values.
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Figure 1: Diagram of Kohlberg’s Law of Moral Development
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Teaching Reading
Comprehension Skills Using
Visual Arts
Tara Carpenter
Jayme Gandara
Abstract
The authors, an associate professor in art
education and a school facilitator, explain
how teaching with visual images can
make literacy skills easier for students
who struggle with reading or with
learning the English language. They
include illustrated lesson plans for
teaching students how to identify a main
idea with supporting details and how to
form inferences.
How can a teacher effectively teach reading
comprehension skills to students who can’t
yet read? There are many comprehension
skills that children need to be taught, but
because they are filtered through the written
word, not all student can access them.
Students who are slow in learning to read or
are English language learners struggle to
learn comprehension skills with written
texts. This article shares two examples of
lesson ideas that utilize visual texts rather
than written texts in literacy lessons.
Visual texts are integral to everyday life for
today’s youth. “Youth live in visually
saturated environments, and . . . visual texts
are not just useful tools for learning about
Vol 20 No 2 Fall 2017

the world; increasingly they are the social
world and need to be treated as subject
matter in the classroom” (Werner, 2002, p.
401). Because visuals are a familiar symbol
system and don’t require language decoding
or translation skills, they are readily
accessible to most students. We suggest that
teachers separate the skills they are teaching
from natural barriers like reading fluency
levels by using a medium that most students
can easily accesslike visual images. Once
students reach a basic understanding of the
skill, they may extend the practice to include
leveled texts in small groups.

Providing Alternative Expression
After a particularly challenging beginning to
the school year, with students who
performed far below grade level and acted
out due to frustration, Jayme turned to
alternative measures to reach her troubled
learners. She dedicated teaching time to
basic drawing skills, incorporated simple art
projects, and let her students annotate their
notes with pictures. The changes were
simple but the results were dramatic.
Suddenly her students were totally engaged.
They were being assigned a task they could
do competently, and they were excited. The
confidence boost they gained from this
experience extended into other subjects. “I
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was good at that, so maybe I’ll be good at
this, too” was the reasoning process.
Students worked harder and thus achieved
more positive results.
A boy who had been non-verbal until the
year before and could barely write started
drawing pictures to illustrate entire science
lessons. He would then explain his drawings
to Jayme after the lesson. Another boy, the
most active, aggressive kid in the class,
became one of the most attentive students.
This trend continued throughout the year.
Jayme’s students became better behaved,
worked harder, and made unanticipated
progress when taught skills in the context of
visual art. They found a new confidence in
themselves and grew exponentially.

learning this skill, students will explore big
ideas supported by details in a painting by
Norman Rockwell. Rockwell paintings are
effective for this lesson because his images,
most of which were magazine covers, were
meant to easily communicate big ideas well
developed (supported) with purposeful
details.
Sample Lesson: Personal Statement in
Visual Form

The power of arts integration is not limited
to enjoyable creative add-on lesson
accessories to entertain students. Arts
integration can be the only way to reach
some students with major challenges, as it
translates concepts and skills into a language
they can understand.
The lessons that follow utilize visual images
to teach the literacy skills (a) finding the
main idea and (b) making inferences. Each
has suggestions of specific visual texts that
can be used. However, the lessons could also
be adapted for use with a variety of other
visuals. Though geared towards students in
grades 3-5, they could easily be adapted for
younger or older students.

Identifying Main Ideas and Supporting
Details
“One strategy learners can use to overcome
[challenges in comprehension] is to identify
the topic and main ideas discussed in the
reading, which will enable them to
distinguish the important information from
the unimportant” (Naidu, Briewin, & Embi,
2013, p. 60).
Students can be introduced to main ideas
and details with visual texts. To begin
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Learning Goals
• Students will identify the main idea and
supporting details in a visual text.
• Students will identify messages
communicated by an image.
Core Standards
• Literature: CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.1
Refer to details and examples in a text
when explaining what the text says
explicitly and when drawing inferences
from the text.
• Visual Art: VA:Re.7.2.3a
Determine messages communicated by
an image.
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This painting by famed painter and
illustrator Normal Rockwell is titled Tripple
Self Portrait. Because it communicates so
many aspects of his character, it was chosen
for the cover of the book Norman Rockwell:
An American Portrait, pictured above.
1. Show students the image and have them
look at it for only 30 seconds.
2. Hide the image, then ask, “What was that a
picture of?” Have students describe what
they saw in 10 words or less.
3. Explain to the students that the main idea
is what a picture or a written text is mostly
about: what can be seen and understood
by looking quickly at the overall picture.
It’s the BIG Idea. In the example of Triple
Self Portrait, the big idea, or main idea, of
the work is that the artist is looking in a
mirror and painting a picture of himself.

important to look at the work of other
artists, that he tries out compositions before
making a big one, that he wants to
represent himself as younger, and that he’s
messy. There are many other details that
students could find and explore in this
image.
6. To reinforce the skill of finding main ideas
and supporting details in a text, you may
show and explore additional images.. This
guided practice allows students to further
develop their skills.
Sample Lesson: History Told Through
Visual Text

4. Have students look at the picture again,
and this time leave it visible while
discussing it. Ask students to list as many
details as they can.
For example, students might notice that
there are several other self-portraits from
other artists on the side of his easel. He
also has several small practice sketches.
They might notice that Rockwell is
painting himself younger than he appears
to be in the mirror. They could also notice
that he has paints and brushes scattered
on the floor.
5. Explain, “These are the details the
smaller parts that make up the bigger
picture or story. Specify what those detail
show:
These are the facts, statements, examples,
explanationsanything that adds to the
main idea but isn’t quite as important. They
help explain and describe the main idea. In
the details that we notice in Rockwell’s selfportrait, we learn a lot more about him as
an artist. We learn that he thinks it’s

Vol 20 No 2 Fall 2017

In 1962, six-year-old Ruby Bridges, enrolled
by her parents, walked into a segregated
school in New Orleans, Louisiana,
accompanied by U.S. Marshalls. In doing so,
she walked into an arena of bitter prejudice,
ethnic hatred, and unrestrained human
emotionand eventually into the history of
American Civil Rights. Psychiatrist Robert
Coles, who counseled Ruby throughout that
traumatic year, wrote her story in a book for
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children. His illustrator, George Ford,
created this cover photo to help other
children understand what Ruby experienced.
Invite the students to look at Mr. Ford’s
picture and see what he is telling us about
Ruby’s challenges and her attitude.
1. Have them look at the image for only 10
seconds.
2. Hide the image and have the children
describe what they saw in 10 words or
less. Remind them that this is the main
idea or “big idea” the artist wants all
children to know.

Inferencing is an abstract concept that can
be difficult for students to grasp when
applied to written text. It is, however,
something that is done regularly as they
interact with the world. Visual text can help
students connect the skills they already have
to a new medium.
Lesson: Images That Take You Beyond
What You See

3. Have them group-list details that convey
(support) this idea. Discuss how each
detail helps viewers to better understand
the main idea.
They might notice the expression on Ruby’s
face and on the faces of people in the crowd,
the U.S. Marshalls straining to hold the
people back, the size and obvious weight of
the doors, the sign to keep this a white
school. When they mention that Ruby was
carrying a book bag, you might ask what this
shows about Ruby’s attitude toward going to
school. You might mention that the lunch
box was significant because threats had been
made to poison Ruby if she went to the
school, so she was not allowed to eat
anything at school that she hadn’t brought
from home.
Photographs show that Ruby was not
wearing a white dress on that day, yet this
illustrator (and some others who have
drawn or painted the scene) chose to put her
in a white dress. You could ask the children
why they think the artists might have done
this.

Making Inferences
In a longitudinal study, Oakhill and Cain
(2012) found that “early inference skills are
causally related to the development of
reading comprehension” (p. 111).
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Learning Goals
• Students will identify the positive and
negative spaces in an artwork.
• Students will solve riddles using
inferences.
Core Standards
• CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.1
Refer to details and examples in a text
when explaining what the text says
explicitly and when drawing inferences
from the text.
• Visual Art: VA:Re.8.1.4a
Interpret art by referring to contextual
information and analyzing relevant
subject matter, form characteristics, and
media use.
1. Show the students the image on this
book cover. Ask students leading
questions:
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What do you think this book is about?
What is the boy looking at? How do you
think the window was broken? How do you
think he feels?
These questions should lead students
from making observations to adding
information based on their own
experiences and other clues (i.e., making
inferences). It can be particularly helpful
to ask students why they came up with
the answers they did.
2. Explore the idea of information that is
given and information that has to be
inferredor figured out from clues.

Point out to
children how
sometimes
positive and
negative space are
blended in a
complex artistic
design, as in this
cover of a book on design. Focusing on the
positive space (the white) makes you see
one design, and focusing on the negative
space (the black) brings out another—
just as interesting and pleasing, but
entirely different. Help them understand
that this is like inferencing: They must
look beyond the obvious.

3. Help children understand that inferencing
occurs when they notice the difference
between positive and negative space in a
visual image. Positive space makes
statements; negative space requires
viewers to focus on what they cannot see.
Have students practice identifying the
positive and negative space in simple
examples as shown below.

Explain to children that many items
emphasizing negative space consist of
only two colors. The positive space is the
dominant color—the negative space is the
other. This can result in a silhouette
effect, as in the computer privacy symbol.
The positive space shows the figure of the
man seated at his computer; the negative
space is the gold background that
emphasizes the shape of his figure.
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4. Once that basic concept is mastered,
show students the above drawing, from
the cover of another book in which an
artist describes his work. It consists of
sketchy outlines with a lot of negative
space. Ask the children if they can figure
out what kind of place the artist is
drawing. Ask them how they can tell. The
process of making inferences involves the
viewer more personally in the artist’s
experience.
Show students the above version of the
picture. The artist has filled in some of the
negative space to give a clearer view of
the scene. Ask them to share which
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details now make the picture easier to
interpret. Ask them which picture they
like better—assuring them that there is
no correct answer.
5. Review with the students that what they
have done as they have examined these
pictures is inferencing: combining what
you know with what you see to make a
good guess about something the text
doesn’t tell you.
You may give students a sentence
structure to follow when crafting their
answers: For example, “Because I see
___________ and I know___________________I
can infer______________________.”
Extension into Reading
Once students are comfortable making
inferences based on visual information,
transition into written text. Beginning with
riddles allows students to interact with a
simple text that is less overwhelming than a
full passage.
Some people think I’m lucky.
My favorite number is 1.
I am round and flat.
Abraham Lincoln is my favorite president.
I am made of copper.
What am I?

Suggest that students use the sentence
structure you gave them as they figure not
their answer.
Continue with more riddles, then increase
the length and complexity of the text until
students are reading and making inferences
on grade-level texts.
Extension into art making
Have students write a short paragraph
about an extreme fictitious event (such as an
elephant breaking into a school). Then have
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them create an overall image of its
aftermath, including some of the details.
Afterward have students trade images and
try to infer what the extreme event was.

Conclusion
Literacy skills can be effectively taught to a
wide variety of students through visual texts.
This is especially helpful for those who are
behind their peers in reading ability or are
still learning English. As Jayme has
experienced in her own fourth grade class,
when instruction is integrated with visual
images, students become more engaged and
are able to grasp concepts that may elude
them with other teaching methods.
Incorporating visual texts in lessons and
allowing students to respond in visual ways
can make important core literary concepts
accessible to all students.

Note
The sample lesson plans may be adapted to
teach different literacy skills (for example,
comparing and contrasting) or may be
adapted with different imagery. A set of free
image posters is available for educators at
the Springville Museum of Art. Also many
images are available online. Google Image
Search is readily available and can be filtered
for high quality images. ArtsEdge from the
Kennedy Center also has a wealth of images
along with other education resources.
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Helping Kindergartners
Experience the Thrill of Writing!
Molly Cochell
Laura Fullmer
Abstract
The authors share ideas from their
experience helping kindergartners
participate in writing before they can
write. These involve writing notes,
making lists, labeling, and writing class
poems.

We’ve been told that sometimes when we
write about early literacy we use too many
exclamation points! But really, we love them
because helping young children discover the
joy of listening to stories, or finding facts in
books, or writing something important is
really exciting! Each day each month
throughout the school year, we help
kindergarten students unlock understandings
that help them to become speakers and
listeners, readers and writers.
To help kindergartners begin reading, we
teach foundational skills for mastery, support
their efforts at putting alphabetic knowledge
into practice, and read to them every day. We
ask and answer questions about the books we
read, we discuss new words we come across,
we compare and contrast ideas and styles, we
discover and talk about concepts of print, and
we learn about story components or
interesting topics. Also we encourage
children to read books independently or with
Vol 20 No 2 Fall 2017

peers. They learn by “reading” the pictures,
by finding words they know, or by re-telling
familiar stories. All of these tend to be
accepted components of the typical
kindergarten reading experience.
Unlike reading instruction, writing
instruction in kindergarten seems to vary
significantly. Students may spend a lot of
time forming letters (which we do as well):
copying letters, then words, and even
sentences for their writing time. Yes, it seems
difficult to have kindergarten students who
do not know how to write start writing. But
just as we would not withhold books from
students because they don’t know how to
read, we do not want to withhold writing
experiences from students because they do
not know how to write. In fact, a recent study
published in Developmental Psychology
(Ouellette & Sénéchal, 2017) found that
having children listen to the sounds in words
and write phonetically (invented spelling) is
one of the most important strategies to help
them become proficient readers. So how can
teachers help young children become
emerging writers?
We’ve found three strategies that have a great
impact on developing writers: (a) validating
the writing skills young children possess
(allowing them to use invented spelling and
pictures along with words they know), (b)
modeling writing in the classroom, and (c)
inviting them to participate in the writing
The Utah Journal of Literacy
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process. At the beginning of the school year,
we recognize students’ abilities as we begin
modeling writing. As our students become
comfortable with our belief in them as
writers, we ask them to participate with us.
We write messages to our students, and we
involve them in writing messages to others.
We deliberately make lists in front of the
children, and we let them see us write down
things we need to remember or label things
to make our classroom more efficient.
Eventually we involve them in writing class
poems. By the end of the year our students
are able to write independently, each at his or
her own ability level, and they are on the path
toward reading and writing with real
purpose.

Max and Ruby
book Bunny
Cakes, by
Rosemary Wells
(1997), is a
wonderful way to
help children see
how messages
can be written in
many different
ways. In the story How Rocket Learned to
Read, we might speculate with our students
why the author, Tad Hills (2010), decided to
use messages in his story. Then we ask our
students engagement questions: “Could you
also include a message in a story? What
would the story be about? What might it say?
Why use a message?”
Don't be surprised if this
discussion encourages
children to use messages in
their own journal writing!

Messages
At the beginning of the year, we often model
writing with messages. We may start by
writing “Welcome to Kindergarten!” on the
board to greet students the first day. Then we
use messages to notify them about events or
daily activities: “We have a visitor today. Fire
Chief Tony is coming to our class.” Or “We
will have fun using the letter F.”
Sometimes we use adult writing conventions.
But we include pictures and phonetic spelling
in these messages so we can model ways for
kindergartners to access writing on their own
using the letter/sound knowledge they are
developing. We might ask them to help write
and deliver a message to another class: “Do
you have a book about spiders that we can
borrow?” Or they might write a note to take
home: “Can I
bring something
that starts with
the letter I to
school
tomorrow?”
We also like to
use books to
help model
writing in our
classrooms. The
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Lists
Also we model writing lists. In addition to
lists of the names of children in our class, we
have our daily schedule, names and duties of
important adults in the school, centers for the
week, free choice activities, behavior
expectations in various parts of the school,
things to do, sequence for taking turns, and
more. Sometimes we make the lists ourselves
and share them with our students. Other lists
can be written with students. By the end of
the year, children will be writing lists on their
own!
One way to motivate children to make a list is
to ask them to think of all of the words they
can that begin with a specific letter of the
alphabet. They can write words or draw
pictures to make the list. You might take a
picture of the list your class generates and
print it for an alphabet book.
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Another way we model and then encourage
students to participate is by listing things we
discover while reading. We might list
characters in a story or facts on a topic
recalled from a book we just read. We do this
by first modeling for students and then asking
them to add to the
list or to make a list
on their own. We
also use books to
help model list
making.
My Five Senses by
Aliki (1962)
includes a picture
chart associating each object with the sense
we could use to perceive it. We like to wonder
with our students why this author decided to
use pictures in this list. Do the pictures help
the students understand the list? The book
How to Teach a Slug to Read, by Susan
Pearson (2011), is a humorous book written
in list format to use as a mentor text and as
information on learning to read!
Labeling
We also use labeling to encourage reading
and writing. We label our classroom centers
with pictures and words to help keep things
organized AND to encourage reading. We set
up centers such as a store or restaurant, then
encourage children to label the contents. As
we learn about various topics, we label
pictures, either copied pictures or the
children’s drawings, to help with vocabulary
and to encourage writing. For example, after
learning about fire safety, we might label a
picture of a firefighter with words such as ax,
helmet, coat, air pack, and boots. You can find
labeling in many beginning level information
books or dictionaries. Authors Todd Parr,
Donald Crews, and Gail Gibbons all feature
various forms of labeling in their picture
books. We like to share these books with our
students to inspire them to label their own
drawings.
Class Poems
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In our new book, English Language Arts: The
Kindergarten Way (2017), we outline many
strategies and lessons we use throughout the
year to teach early literacy. Our techniques
are motivating, meaningful, and fun! We offer
many lessons and activities to encourage
writing, including printable pages needed for
the lessons. Our lesson “Class Poem” validates
young children’s development, models
writing, and invites them to participate. It
merges kindergarten students' innate
creativity and imagination with their ability
to write using both words and drawings.
To begin writing a class poem, we show the
children an interesting photo, print, or piece
of artwork that represents a particular
subject matter we are learning about. For
example, we've used a wintry city scene when
discussing the characteristics of the winter
season. We encourage the students to discuss
the picture, talking about what they see.
Then we give each child a sticky note and ask
all to write down one word that comes to
mind as they look at the picture. In our winter
scene example, students wrote words like

cold, winter, snow,
white, red, branches,
coats, and ice. Students
come up to the board
where the picture is
displayed and they
stick their notes on or
around the picture.
After reading all of
their words aloud, we
tell them we'd like to
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use all of their words in a poem about the
picture. We ask students to offer ideas for
sentences or short phrases using the words.
Using their feedback, we help put their
sentences into a poem and write the final
poem on the board. They are excited that they
have collectively written a real poem, and
they are eager to take copies home to share
with their families!

reading and spelling in Grade 1: A new
pathway to literacy, or just the same road,
less known? Developmental Psychology,
53(1), 77-88.
Children’s Literature References
Aliki. (1962). My five senses. New York, NY:
HarperCollins.
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You Don’t Say—And That’s a Good
Thing
Mike Artell
Abstract
Drawing on ideas from his book Rook
Your Read Alouds, the author shares ways
to use vebal variations and nonverbal
strategies to liven up classroom read
alouds. As with most of the children’s
books he has written, he furnished the
illustrations as well as the text.

Recently I was chatting with some friends
and, as so often happens when people have
had a couple glasses of wine, the conversation
soon turned to kinesics, proxemics,
paralanguage, haptics, chronemics, and
oculesics. O.K., so maybe those words didn’t
actually come up in the conversation, but all
my friends and I employed those elements of
non-verbal communication as we chatted. A
few definitions might be helpful.
Kinesics is better known as body
languagesuch as folding our arms when
someone says something with which we
disagree. Proxemics deals with the distance
between people as they communicate, as well
as the environment in which the conversation
is taking place. In addition to the tone of voice
we use when we speak (e.g. harsh, sarcastic,
etc.), paralanguage also deals with sounds we
use to communicate without necessarily
using complete words, like a deep sigh when
we’re skeptical of something that’s been said.
Vol 20 No 2 Fall 2017

Haptics deals with touch. Do you recall seeing
the old Seinfeld show and the way Elaine
would shove someone away when that
person said something that shocked her?
That’s an example of haptics in action!
Chronemics is the elements of time that we
use as we speak (the speed at which we
speak, our pauses, etc.) and oculesics includes
the ways we use our eyes as we glance
towards or away from a speaker or vary the
rate at which we blink as we converse.
Parents of pre-teens are likely familiar with
the variation of oculesics which manifests
itself as their child’s exasperated “eye roll.”
As a children’s book author and illustrator,
I’m invited to visit many schools each year.
Typically I speak to groups of 150 or 200
elementary school children at a time. Usually
when I take the microphone and stand in
front of the children,
everyone becomes quiet.
But on those occasions
when I do not feel that I
have everyone’s
attention, I’ll simply say,
“Let me see everyone’s
eyes.” The children’s
response is usually
immediate. That’s
another example of
oculesics.
Many people have heard that most
communication is nonverbal. Some may even
be familiar with the research done by Albert
Mehrabian in the area of nonverbal
The Utah Journal of Literacy

50
communication (Mehrabian & Wiener, 1967;
Mehrabian & Ferris, 1967). But most people
are not aware of the contribution of those
nonverbal elements to their normal
conversation. This is especially true of
teachers when they read aloud to children.
For convenience, I’ll use the term teacher in
this article to refer to any adult who is
reading aloud to children in a classroom or
library, although that adult might be a
teacher, a library media specialist, a school
administrator, or even a guest reader from
the community. And rather than use the
clumsy his/her or he/she each time, I’ll
alternate the masculine and feminine
pronouns. If you’re a person with pronoun
sensibilities, there’s no need to write to me
about my failure to write his/her or he/she
each time. Alternating pronouns is the
approach that Writer’s Digest magazine takes,
and that’s good enough for me.
One of the first and
most important
points I stress in
my book Rock Your
Read Alouds is that
teachers must keep
in mind that every
read aloud is a
performance. A
teacher should not merely “remember” that
ideahe should keep it in mind. Every read
aloud is a performance. During a typical read
aloud, the children are (mostly) quiet and
seated, and the teacher is at the front of the
group with all eyes on him and on the book
that is being read aloud. This is much like the
way people watch a movie, a concert, or a
play. And as with those other forms of
entertainment it’s important for the teacher
to keep the audience’s attention and interest
by using as many performance elements as
are appropriate.
During a read aloud, teachers commonly rely
on a change of voice to add interest to the
story. A teacher will lower her voice when
assuming the role of a grumpy giant or speak
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in a high falsetto voice when reciting the
words of a tiny little mouse. That’s important
and helpful, but there’s so much more a
teacher can do. To make the read-aloud
experience memorable and meaningful to a
child, the teacher also needs to tap into all the
nonverbal communication tools available to
her. A teacher assuming the role of a grumpy
giant may be grumpy without speaking right
away. She may
. frown and look around the room,
. squint her eyes or cock an ear as if listening
for distant sounds,
. puff up her chest,
. rub her chin as if thinking, or
. some combination of the above.
The story will suggest which actions are
appropriate.
Using non-verbal communication effectively
will likely require practice, preparation, and
patience and patience. The practice part is the
easiest. We have all had lots of practice using
nonverbal communication skills. When we
tell someone (child or adult) that something
they did or said was “awesome,” we often add
depth to our comments by reinforcing what
we’ve said with a high-five or a fist bump
followed by a simulated explosion. If you’re
having a quiet conversation with someone in
an unfamiliar place and you hear a strange
sound, you may
interrupt the
conversation by
raising your hand
palm forward to
indicate that you
want the other
person to stop
talking. Then you may turn your ear towards
the general location of the sound while
staring at some undefined point in the room.
All that nonverbal communication adds a
greater depth of meaning than simply saying,
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“Please be silent for a moment. I heard an
unusual sound.” These things come easily to
us because we’ve practiced them so much.
The preparation part is
more difficult because it
requires a teacher to
invest that most valuable
resourcetime. For
maximum effect, the
teacher should always be
familiar with the
book/story in advance.
That seems obvious, but
it’s not always possible
due to the demands on a teacher’s time and
the vagaries of the school day. Nevertheless,
being familiar with a story in advance of the
read-aloud will make it much easier for the
teacher to plan when and where to apply the
non-verbal performance elements most
effectively. Without being familiar with the
story in advance, a teacher will have to rely
on improvisational skills to apply the nonverbal elements at the most effective time. If
the teacher is an experienced improvisational
speaker, that won’t be a problem. But most
teachers are forced to do enough improvising
during a normal school day without creating
more of those situations for themselves.
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It’s natural for us to employ nonverbal skills
in our normal conversations, but teachers
often fail to keep in mind that a read aloud is
a conversation. It’s a conversation between
the author of the book and the listeners, with
the teacher acting as the author’s proxy. Let
me encourage you to give the author some
help. Remember to use all your
communication skills when reading aloud to
children. You’ll
discover that you
can communicate
a lot without
saying anything
at all.
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Promoting Collaboration
Through Technology
Maudi McKell Sundrud
Sydney Boyer
Jennifer J. Wimmer
Each day teachers seek to create literacy
spaces and opportunities for students to learn
content. Traditionally, classroom learning has
focused on the reading and writing of printed
text. However, as our society has become
increasingly advanced due to information and
communication technologies, a reliance on
print-based literacies is no longer sufficient.
New technologies, such as interactive
whiteboards, laptop computers, e-readers,
and tablets, provide teachers with
opportunities to rethink their curriculum and
to reimagine teaching and learning in the 21st
century.
Teachers may feel overwhelmed by the sheer
volume of technologies available and as a
result, it is often used as a hook to motivate
students or as an add-on to traditional
methods. Instead of using technologies to
merely catch students’ attention, we hope
that teachers will ask, “What does this
technology make possible that once was not?”
While there are numerous technologies
available, in the sections below we highlight
three various technologies that position
students as active participants in consuming
and producing information. It is not
surprising that these technologies promote
collaboration between the teacher and
students, but more importantly, these
technologies afford opportunities for
students to collaborate with one another.
Vol 20 No 1 Spring 2017

Green Screen by Do Ink ($2.99)
The Green Screen app allows users to upload
videos and images to create a personalized
movie. This app is surprising in it’s ease of
use and practical application. While this app
must be purchased, it is a small price to pay
for the amount of customization a user can
add to each video. For example, a student in
the Midwest can upload pictures and images
of the Eiffel Tower and the city of Paris and
then create a movie that looks like they are
actually in France. Green Screen also comes
with a variety of images and effects that can
be included, which perform on a similar level
as clipart and transition animation in
PowerPoint presentations.
This green screen app provides a multitude of
ways to integrate literacy instruction.
Students are focusing on foundational
literacies such as speaking, listening, reading,
and writing. A simple task may be to have
students acting as reporters and explaining a
key moment in history, or interviewing an
historical person. The students would need to
go through the process of selecting key
images, writing questions, and creating a
video. This type of multimodal project
integrates many of the important literacies
classroom teachers teach such as main idea,
summarization, and voice. Other ideas might
include reporting on the weather, performing
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a scientific experiment or process, or acting
out a story. This app encourages creativity
and the development of multiple literacies.

Ozobot 2.0 by Ozbot ($54.99)
Ozbots are golf-ball sized robots that run on
hand-drawn tracks. These robots introduce
students to coding—allowing them to
experiment, create, and play. Additionally,
students learn that special color sequences
can be added to the lines to signal the Ozobot
to do a variety of actions, such as spinning,
changing direction or speed, and jumping.
Students are able to practice differing ways of
drawing these codes into their tracks to have
the best response from the Ozbot. The Ozobot
comes with an app, which can be downloaded
on a tablet that leads the user through
different challenges and tasks. There is an
additional app that creates choreographed
dances for the Ozobots. Both of these apps
have a sharing feature so students can share
their tracks and dances with their peers.
There are valuable literacies learned when
using the Ozbot, particularly in regards to
speaking and listening. Because Ozobots
focus on learning sequencing and being
specific in coding or describing what the
student wants it to do, it is essential that
students develop strong communication
skills. By using important communication
skills, including focusing on key, descriptive
details, explaining their ideas and opinions
clearly and respectfully, and practicing
effective techniques, students are able to
practice these in conjunction with
technological skills. Furthermore, teachers
have found that when students are allowed to
collaborate when using the Ozbot, they are
better able to create the code sequences and
complete their challenges.

AirServer ($11.99)
The AirServer is a screen mirroring software
that can be downloaded onto Macs or PCs and
used by both iOS and Android platforms. The
AirServer projects the screen from a phone or
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tablet onto a computer, which when
connected to a projector, displays the screen
for all to see. Although a simple concept, this
software is invaluable in the classroom. This
technology is the most cost-friendly and
useful of it’s kind because the uses are broad
and flexible. For example, teachers are able
to use AirServer to increase mobility, mirror
external devices, and create helpful
desktop/device tutorials. No longer do
teachers need to be stuck to a board or
computer. Using a device such as a tablet,
teachers are able to walk around the room
while still projecting and navigating what is
shown at the front of the classroom.
Additionally, there are simple tools on the
software that allow teachers to create videos
as they navigate their devices (e.g. tutorial for
using a certain app, getting started on a
project, etc.).
In regards to literacy, the AirServer provides
the unique opportunity for students to
explore a variety of texts side by side.
Multiple devices can be connected at once to
display each device's current screen. This
includes all features found on a specific
device such as the camera, photos, video,
documents, apps, etc. Students are able to
display their products created on devices
simply and effectively. This type of
technology allows for students to display
texts through a variety of modes, including
images, video, printed text, and audio.
Multiple modes of text allow students access
to content, regardless of their print-based
literacies; thus, inviting all students to
participate in learning.
While teachers are still tasked with teaching
traditional print-based literacies, there is also
concern that these literacies are not enough if
students are to thrive in a society that is
increasingly technologically driven. It is our
hope that teachers will draw upon students’
knowledge of technology and extend their
learning through meaningful experiences. We
believe that as teachers purposefully
integrate technology in the curriculum,
students will be provided with opportunities
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to think, question, and collaborate. In other
words, they will become active participants in

the classroom as creators and producers of
knowledge.
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Teaching Idea
Intensifying Your Classroom
Routines
Michael P. Ford
Abstract
From his new book Intensifying Classroom
Routines in Reading and Writing Programs,
the author shares a pattern for a series of
lessons that extend and intensify the popular
shared writing strategy of morning messages.
A new morning message each week is the
basis for reading and writing lessons on four
strategies for figuring out words: using
specific sound analysis, learning highfrequency sight words, applying structural
analysis, and considering context clues.
Specific lessons are described.
Musician John Coltrane once said, “You’ve got
to look back at the old things and see them in
a new light.” In visits to classrooms over the
past 30 years, I have seen three common
components in almost every literacy
program: shared writing, shared reading, and
a word wall. In observing all three through
the years, I have often wondered if teachers
were maximizing the power of these popular
routines. For example, I often saw that shared
writing through classroom morning messages
seemed routinized, repeating the same
experiences over and over again. Routines
were conducted with limited regard for
curricular expectations or student needs.
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I began to ask if teachers could intensify these
routines to provide more intentional
instruction to target and impact learners in
more productive ways. I developed a
systematic approach to help teachers,
techniques which I recently shared in the
book Intensifying Classroom Routines in
Reading and Writing Programs (Ford, 2017).
Intensification involves increasing
intentionality to maximize the power of the
routine to reach more learners with what
they need to be proficient. The model focuses
on systematic planning, explicit instruction,
common language connecting reading and
writing, and gradual release of responsibility.
As I share this teaching idea, I will look at the
shared writing often represented in the use of
the classroom morning message to provide a
glimpse into how intensification can be used
to get more instructional mileage out of a
common routine. My goal is to show one way
to maximize the power of routines to offer
more intentional teaching in classrooms.
I will focus on how to systematically plan for
a five-day cycle using shared writing with
early readers. These students have developed
most concepts of print, along with a
foundation in phonemic awareness and
alphabetic knowledge. They are starting to
use different strategies to figure out words,
including sound along with visual, structural,
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grammatical, and semantic clues. They are
learning multiple strategies for searching,
monitoring, and cross-checking the words
they encounter or record in print (Schwartz,
2005). They get better at using what they
know about sounds and letters to decode and
encode words, to recognize and produce
more words automatically on sight, to spot
patterns they can use to analyze longer
words, and to grow in the ability to use
context clues for unknown words.
Intensified shared writing for early readers
and writers will involve one weekly large
group classroom message that will be
revisited each day in different ways. The
routine will be structured in a five-day
sequence with each lesson lasting about 15
minutes. Each visit will involve explicit
instruction on one of the four word level
outcomes: sound analysis, sight vocabulary,
structural analysis, and context clues.
Intensification involves systematically
visiting each area at least one day a week
(small doses of instruction), but consistently
each week with other classroom messages
(an accumulated effect). Common language
will be used to help students make
connections between reading and writing. A
gradual release model will provide direct
explanation, demonstration, modeling, guided
practice, and monitored independent
practice. The sequence that follows illustrates
one possible waynot the only wayto
intensify this routine; and it should be
modified for your students’ needs.

Day One: Interactive Writing and
Rereading of the Message
Plan a classroom message that could be used
for shared writing and a week of daily
activities in the four key word study
strategies. Keep your message relatively
short. In planning, think about what your
students need to know in each of the four
areas of word identification. Before you start
writing, make sure that all students are able
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to clearly see and hear in order to benefit
from the instruction.
Start with the first part of your message. Use
the first sentence for the “I do” phase of your
lesson as you explain, demonstrate, and
model. For example, you might begin with a
simple sentence like “The days are warm.”
Use think alouds as you write, using
explanation and demonstration to call
attention to the four word-study strategies—
perhaps similarities in sound and spelling of
are and warm.
Invite the learners to join in on writing at
least one additional sentence—something
related to warm weather, like “We saw birds
and flowers.” Have the students monitor your
use of strategies or prompt them to show you
what they can do with the same strategies.
This “we do” phase of the lesson allows you to
guide the students as they start to practice
and apply the strategies. Provide appropriate
feedback. Continue to use think alouds to
make your internal processing public for your
students, especially as you provide
information about the four word-study
strategies.
With the final part of the message, let some of
the learners take over the writing process.
This becomes the “you do” phase of the
lesson; let them show what they can do
independently under your watchful eye as
you provide appropriate feedback. They
might want to add more things that they see,
or they may want to come to a conclusion: “It
is spring.” End by rereading the message to
experience the whole text again. Build in selfevaluation and lesson links so learners can
see how what they learned can be used in
other contexts.

Day Two: Specific Sound Analysis
Day two of the cycle is designed to help
students work on specific strategies related
to sound analysis or phonics. Begin with a
quick reading of the previously created
message, linking to instruction that was
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introduced on day one. Highlight words and
strategies that will be the focus of soundsymbol instruction. You might focus on the
phonogram –ing, using spring as the anchor
word. Students should have a whiteboard and
marker.
Help students understand that they can use
the sounds and letters in words they know to
help them learn new words. To involve them
actively, you might have them make four
boxes on their white boards and write spring
in the first. After a think aloud in which you
reason through the process of adding r to
ing to write ring on their whiteboards, you
can repeat the process to write words like
king and sing. Model how you use sound
strategies to figure out some additional
words in the message. You can intentionally
insert a miscue and show how you use a
sound-based strategy to cross check and
correct it.
Focus the day on explicit instruction, which
could include specific sound-symbol
relationships, common phonograms or rimes,
or consistent vowel-consonant
generalizations. The lesson should be
connected to the message but does not have
to be limited to that text. Other samples and
examples can be used to show the sound
analysis strategies in a variety of contexts.

Day Three: High-Frequency Sight
Vocabulary
Day three of the cycle is the time to help
students work on sight words. Students
should each have a copy of the message. Use a
quick reading of the text to link to instruction
conducted on the first two days and to
highlight high-frequency words: and, is, it, see,
the, and we. Remind students how often they
hear and read these words. Explain that when
we see and spell a word many times, we can
remember what it looks like; when we do, we
can read and spell words faster.
Model how you use visual strategies to figure
out some of these sight words. Have students
look for these words in the class message,
Vol 20 No 2 Fall 2017

finding them on the big class copy as well as
their individual copies. You might insert a
miscue on a sight word and show how you
use a visually based strategy to cross check
and correct. Focus the day on explicit
instruction on high-frequency words. The
lesson should connect to the message text,
but other samples and examples can be
brought in to show high-frequency words in a
variety of contexts.

Day Four: Structural Analysis
Day four is dedicated to helping early readers
and writers with specific strategies for
structural analysis. While rereading the
message text, highlight words that will be
used in teaching structural analysis: for
example, plural words like birds, days, and
flowers. Continue to link to previously
introduced instruction (e.g., king, ring, sing).
Each student should have a two-column sheet
of paper. Help students understand that they
can change a word they know by adding
something to it or taking something away
from it so that it makes more sense or sounds
better. Illustrate how you use structural
analysis strategies to figure out words in the
message: bird/birds, day/days,
flower/flowers, spring/ring. Students can
write examples on their two-column charts
(Column 1 for the simplest form of the word,
Column 2 for the expanded word). Try using a
word that doesn’t fit grammatically and
requires a structural change to an ending to
sound right in the sentence: “The day are
warm” or “We saw a birds.” Or show how you
use syntactic, structurally-based strategies to
cross-check and correct. Examples beyond
the text can be used to show how the
strategies help with longer words in other
contexts.

Day Five: Context Clues
Day five shifts attention to using context
clues. During a quick rereading of the text,
highlight words that will be the focus of
context clue instruction. Model how you can
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use context clues to figure out these words in
the message, with a focus on thinking about
what makes sense and sounds right.
Begin by explaining to students that if they
can’t read a word, they may be able to figure
it out by using the words around itby
thinking about what would make sense and
sound right. Call attention to the context of
the message: “The days are warm. We saw
birds and flowers.” What if the final sentence
was “It is budtime.” Ask if the students can
figure out what budtime means. They can tell
it is another word for spring because the
words warm, birds, and flowers are all words
that tell about spring.

Final Thoughts
I hope this teaching idea has provided a new
vision of how to intensify the use of an old
routine like shared writing to increase its
power to reach more students with what they
need to grow as independent, strategic

readers and writers. Subsequent classroom
messages can be planned systematically to
address increasingly complex and
sophisticated strategies through repeated use
of the structure each week as students grow
in their competence and confidence. If this
routine is also aligned with shared reading
and word wall activities, intensified with a
similar structure, all three of these common
routines may increase in power to better
serve students.
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Teaching Idea:
____________________________________________________

Teaching About and Through
Purposeful Talk
Maria Nichols
Abstract
The author shares examples and
suggestions for deepening students’
ability to think critically and in depth as
they explore ideas through listening and
speaking purposefully to each other
I’m settled on the carpet with second and
third graders, immersed in ideas nudged
open by A Kitten Called Moonlight (Waddell,
2001). This gentle tale invites readers
alongside a mother and daughter as they
share yet another retelling of a favorite
storythe moonlit evening a stray cat
wandered into their lives. We had read the
last page and tied up our thinkingor so I
thought. As I attempted to move the group
towards independent reading, Lawrence, who
had hovered on the edge of our conversation,
stopped me. “But” he queried, a pensive
look on his face, “Why did they tell it again?”
Throughout the read the students had been
pondering the mother and daughter’s
retelling of their story and the closeness this
ritual created, but clearly not to Lawrence’s
satisfaction. Tentative thinking still swirled
in his mind, and he needed more time to talk.
For Lawrence, this talk had a purpose:
constructing bigger, bolder understandings
than are possible inside a single mind. He
Vol 20 No 2 Fall 2017

needed the perspectives of his classmates to
push his thinking, along with extended time
to engage and contemplate. This constructive
reciprocal process is the essence of
purposeful talk. Brian Cambourne (1995)
reminded us of the power of this talk,
asserting that “learning, thinking, knowing,
and understanding are significantly enhanced
when one is provided with opportunities for
‘talking one’s way to meaning,’ both with
others and with oneself” (p. 188).

Rupert Wegerif (2013) defined dialogic
classrooms classrooms that rest on a
foundation of purposeful talk as “places
where teachers engage students in processes
for learning about talk and through talk
simultaneously” (p. 145). In Comprehension
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Through Conversation (2006), I introduced
talk behaviors that serve this dual purpose.
These behaviors fall into three broad
categories: Hearing all voices, growing ideas,
and negotiating meaning. Let’s unpack the
behaviors a bit and consider our role in
supporting students like Lawrence as they
learn about and through purposeful talk.

Purpose Talk Behaviors
Hearing all voices. Our classrooms are
composed of a unique range of voices, each
with different life experiences and different
ways of viewing the world. Hearing from
each of these voices matters, as this rich
range of thinking is what helps us to
construct big, bold meanings beyond those
possible to one mind alone.
Yet students, like adults, have different
patterns of participation. Some have no
trouble adding their voices early and often,
and we hear their thinking loud and clear,
multiple times over in every conversation.
Others, like Lawrence, tend to begin by
wrestling with thoughts internally. Although
silent on the outside, they have a
conversation raging on the inside. Balancing
these varied patterns of participation
becomes the challenge.
Growing Ideas. To construct bigger, bolder
understandings, students’ energy needs to
shift away from responding to right-answer
questions towards openly exploring a rich
range of thinking. A teacher might ask, “What
are you thinking?” or “Is anyone wondering
about . . .” to open conversation to tentative
beginnings. Three critical abilities support
efforts to grow tentative beginnings into
fuller ideas.
1. Saying something meaningful:
differentiating thoughts with potential
to grow thinking from random notions
that tend to pop into our heads,
challenging our constructive intent.
2. Engaging in purposeful listening:
thriving on purposeful talk, as students
listen and expect to be listened to in
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ways that have the potential to cause
thinking to shift and growallowing
this time to develop.
3. Shifting away from surface level
sharing: keeping lines of thinking
alivepushing pause with a thought
and taking time to wrestle with it,
exploring it from different angles to
deepen it as well as engage with
disagreement.
Negotiating meaning. As students pursue
lines of thinking, multiple theories and
different perspectives may emerge. We slow
down to push and pull between or among the
possibilities, weighing the plausibility of each.
At times one theory strengthens and
eventually prevails. At other times students
agree to disagree, their thinking broadened
by the realization that multiple well-reasoned
theories or perspectives are possible. And
every so often a completely new way of
thinking emerges from the process.

Facilitation and Feedback
As with all process-oriented endeavors,
teaching about and through purposeful talk is
a continuous cycle of discussing talk behavior
and goal setting, engaging students in
authentic meaning making through that talk
behavior, and offering actionable feedback.
Discussing and goal setting help students to
stand on what they’ve learned about the
process of thinking and talking together and
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to envision next steps. We may express a
particular goal: “We’ve been noticing how
much stronger our thinking is when we hear
from lots of voices. How might we invite our
quiet voices into the conversation today?”
As the talk starts, teacher facilitation is
pivotal. Strong facilitation is responsive and
flexible; it can’t be prescripted. It requires
attending to the flow of talk, listening closely
for tentative footholds for meaning making,
and prompting for exploration of that
tentativeness. Table 1 offers a glimpse of
possible facilitative moves.
Actionable feedback makes students’ process
visible by noticing and naming specifics about
their talk, linking it to the meaning making
that results. Sample feedback language is also
included in Table 1. Taking About Text
(Nichols, 2008) offers more in-depth thinking
about goal setting, facilitation and feedback.
When learning about and through purposeful
talk is a daily part of classroom life, students
like Lawrence come to understand talk as a
ready tool for learning, thinking, knowing,
and understanding. As Ralph Peterson
(1992) reminded us, “The way human beings
learn has nothing to do with being kept quiet”
(p. 3).
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Table 1
Suggestions for Facilitation and Feedback Based on the Three Aspects of Talk Behavior
A few possible facilitation moves

Negotiating meaning

Growing ideas

Hearing all voices

Talk
behavior

Sample feedback

•

Diego, I noticed you shaking your
head. What are you thinking?

•

Let’s draw in a few other voices with a
turn and talk, and then we’ll build
bigger thinking all together.

•

I wonder if this is one of those ideas
that pop into our heads and get us
thinking about something else? When
that happens, we try to park it to the
side and refocus.

•

Did everyone hear Daniel’s thinking?

•

So you’re agreeing? What’s making
you think the same?

•

I’m hearing two different theories
building. What might be causing the
difference in thinking?

•

Let’s hold on to both of these ways of
thinking as we read and talk more.
Then we can think through each again.

When we saw Diego shaking his head, we asked him
what he was thinking. That thinking helped us to
look at the idea from a different direction.
Noticing others’ reactions and asking about their
thinking can involve more individuals and more
ideas in the conversation.

When Emalyn realized she didn’t really focus on
Daniel’s thinking, she paused and asked Daniel to
repeat his idea. Noticing your own listening and
“fixing it” if you need to is important.

Emalyn really listened and had an ah-ha, which
pushed everybody’s thinking.
Today we realized we were building two different
ways of thinking about our topic. As we read, we
paused and used new understandings to help us
think more about both. And as we talked, a
completely new understanding began to grow.
When you hear differences in thinking emerge, be
sure to listen and take time to explore each.
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